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ABSTRACT
MATTHEW SAMUEL SHARPE: Surviving Hurricane Katrina: A Family Chronicle
(Under the direction of Mark Dolan)

On August 29, 2005, southern Louisiana and the Mississippi Gulf Coast
experienced what was possibly the worst natural disaster in American history. The only
home 1 ever knew, the house my parents built, was inundated with nearly 12 feet of water
and crude oil for almost two weeks. Our lives were changed forever. But our reaction to
the disaster would serve as the guide for the rest of our lives. This thesis is the story of
the disaster and its aftermath through the eyes of my parents and I.
The bulk of information comes from three main sources: my own experience and
separate interviews with my parents, Floyd and Charleen. Hurricane Katrina is not easily
forgotten. I guarantee the demons still dance in my mind and in the minds of my parents
and family. Our words make up the content, and this story is 100 percent non-fiction.
Every photo that appears within the text is my own unless otherwise noted. These
visual aids, I feel, are necessary to open your minds where my words fail because what
happened in August 2005 is both real and surreal.
Part I contains eight chapters that comprise eight days leading up to, during and
after Hurricane Katrina. Each new date line signals a shift in perspective. This technique
is employed in order to ease the reader into transitions. Part II begins right where Part I
ended, following my parents on their journey to Texas and eventually .*i:ir return to
Louisiana, including their fall and resurrection.

V

What separates this story from the countless others told in the months following
Katrina is its storytelling quality. Writing may not be my forte, but my efforts to convey
the story from first-hand accounts in a combination of literary narrative and journalistic
accuracy recapture a personal story on a dramatic level.
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Life Before the Storm
I was lost in thought, half awake and half unconscious while recovering from a
rough spring semester and nursing a sinus infection. The snoring cacophony ringing in
ni}' cars grew louder until I had the nerve to pay attention.
It was Dad.
Typically I would find this noise annoying. But watching him in his recliner.
almost perfectly horizontal, I felt content for the first time in several months. 1 grew up
watching Dad fall asleep in his chair, snore louder than a trumpet and eventually move to
bed sometime before sunrise. It was the first time since Humcane Katrina that I
remember seeing him do anything ordinary. We no longer fished. The gun collection
went underwater. He had been homeless and unemployed. And his self-esteem seemed
to drown along with every possession he owned. Much of the same could be said for
Mom. But for the first time in nine months, I watched my parents genuinely smile again.
They were beginning to enjoy some aspects of life. That being said, we w ill never forget
w'hat brought them down in the first place.
As the son of two middle class workers in the blue collar world of Chalmette. La.,
1 feel the need to reveal the story of how Hurricane Katrina uprooted our lives, and how.
despite the adverse conditions, we have succeeded in reestablishing ourselves in the state
of Louisiana. I imagine people in Kansas, specifically in Tornado Alley, can
commiserate with Louisianians. In very few' parts of our world is it only natural and not

ihe least bit bothersome to have masterful displays of Mother Nature threaten your very
li\ elihood every year.
In order to better understand what Hurricane Katrina did. I must first take a step
back and show you St. Bernard Parish before the devastation, before the chaos.
Otherwise, 1 fear you may not receive the full impact of what really happened in August
2005. Welcome to Chalmette, Louisiana.
Deep in the heart of southern Louisiana,just a few miles east of downtown New
Orleans and a short drive from the historic French Quarter, lies the majestic town of
Chalmette in the parish of St. Bernard. Growing up there, we knew hurricanes as well as
anyone on the Gulf Coast. We just never e.xperienced a full-fledged disaster during my
first 20 years. Ironically, our area was located approximately eight feet below sea level
based on Katrina water lines. Never in my 20 years down there did I ever once hear a
person tally believe the worst-case scenario would actually come taie. Humcane Betsy
was still the queen bee of storms, having washed away much of the parish in 1965,
although most people down there still believe the government dynamited the levee to
save New Orleans.
We wear white shrimp boots, “Chalmette Reeboks.** We mispronounce things
like Versailles and Paris. That would be Ver-sails and Parish, respectively. And we're
not the brightest folks on the planet. We're a river town, which means we have two
major industries: oil refining and seafood. But we’re more famous for our seafood.
There are two main entrances, but only one major highway leads down to a sign in
Delacroix Island that reads “The End of the World.” But the world doesn’t end there, just

According to the Timcs-Picavunc. "the city of New Orleans is an average of 6 feet below sea level." but
our house had a water line in the attic w ith 9 fotn ceilings.

the road. One might even argue that that is where the world begins, at least by boat.
w hich we all learned to drive w ell before a car. And if you want to know where someone
is. you better ask “Where Yat?” That's where our loveable nickname originated. We arc
Vats, proud and true.
My first encounter w ith a huiTicane came early in my youth. I was just getting
acquainted w ith the world, starting to write bigger words in a second-grade classroom.
w hen Hurricane Andrew took aim on Florida and then on my home. Immediately, a
feeling of excitement hit the air where a feeling of teiTor should have been. I remember
putting our textbooks up on four-foot shelves to protect against flooding. My big sister.
Melissa, and I walked to tlie baby-sitter's house down the street from our now defunct
elementary school, St. Mark. We crowded around the television as usual, but Oprah was
on hold for the moment. A black screen with small, white text covered the screen, save
for the warning in big, red letters at the top. The message was from the emergency
broadcasting station, warning residents to prepare to evacuate the area, to secure your
home and put your pets in an appropriate kennel. I became nervous all of a sudden. I
became scared. Being seven, I was just capable enough of registering the magnitude of
the message, but I was nowhere near capable of knowing what to do. The part of the
message that struck me the hardest was the part about the pets, though it w as one of the
few times our family lacked a dog.
Daddy gathered us up that afternoon in his rusty 1966 Chevy pick-up, and we said
goodbye to the baby-sitter, Ms. Sandra. She and her husband were staying. They always
said they would for a hurricane. For some reason beyond my comprehension, there are

3

some people along the Gulf Coast who have always stayed for hurricanes, and they
always will.
Mama packed a bag for me while Daddy secured e\ erything outside, \V\VL
talking in the background. This could be the big one.
I went to bed early with the calming notion that my parents w'ould make
everything OK. I had no reason not to believe them. Mama woke me up sometime in the
middle of the night. VVe were evacuating. Scary? Nah, I would get to see where Daddy
worked for the first time since I fell and busted my chin open on a toilet and needed
stitches three years earlier. This time would be a much better opportunity.
That's how a seven-year-old views the most destructive force in the world.
For as long as I recall. Daddy had worked at Southern Baptist Hospital on
Claiborne Ave. in the city. It was a tall building, a strong structure with generators and
the capability of withstanding hurricane-torce winds. Or at least wt hoped so. Once
there, we met up with the rest of our family trom my mother's side. Uncle Nick, my
mother's brother, worked at the hospital as w^ell, so he evacuated there with his w ife.
Aunt Mary, and our two cousins, Marty and Desiree. Paw-Paw, my mother's father, also
worked there, so he and Maw-Maw stayed there also, I was awake way past my bedtime,
we w ere having a family reunion of sorts and I finally got to see w'here Daddy's office
was; I w as having a grand ole time. We spent a good portion of the evening playing
Scrabble without real words and finding our way around the winding halls of the hospital.
The next morning brought clear skies for the ancient adage "the calm before the
storm.” We had a tiny, 13-inch television in the office to keep us posted. We sat on
unused hospital beds and watched the progress of the storm on VTHX. In order to track
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Andrew, they brought out the legend: Nash Robeils. In New Orleans. Roberts was the
go-to-guy when hurricane season rolled around. He retired in 1984. but as quickly as a
storm began brewing in the Gulf, they would dust him off. prop him in front of a camera
and let him w ork his magic. He never used the computer screen to report like a modem
meteorologist would do. He simply had a black marker, a paper map of the Gulf Coast
and an uncanny knack for drawing those propeller-shaped symbols for hurricanes and
coiTcctly pinpointing a destination of destruction. When Nash said it was OK to go
home, only then was it OK to go home. And after less thaii 24 hours as a refugee at the
hospital. Nash gave us the go-ahead." I remember watching through the sliding glass
door as the heavy rain fell in the backyard.
“That's a tropical storm there, son." Daddy said. “A little bit stronger and it
would be a hurricane. We dodged a bullet."
Strike ofie.
More than five years would pass with no significant threat other than a ton'ential
3

downpour that soaked the metro area and became known as the May 8^^ flood in 1995.
Then in laic 1998. Humcane Georges began brewing in the Gulf of Mexico. We had just
bought a new Gatew'ay computer, the first real computer for my family, and my sister had
Just moved away to college in Baton Rouge. I w'as in my final year of primary school.
just starting to find a rhythm when the news broke about Georges.
And the neighborhood spoke.
“Are you leaving?"
“Can you help me board up?"

“ Somve: Walker. Dave. ’‘I he cme that gt>t him away." Tiiues-PicLiyune. 23 July 2006; Living-1.
S(HU ee. h11 p://w w w Iose.I s Li.ed u/tee h97_2.pdf
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“Where in the hell did they get a name like Georges?"
All along the street, saws were singing and windows were boarded. Basketball
goals came dow n and Hags were removed. It was an eerie sight to behold, especially for
a teenager not even in high school yet. It was the first storm \\e ever boarded up for. I
helped Daddy all afternoon after he came home from Home Depot, back when Home
Depot w as only in New Orleans East. He measured and cut over and over again while I
held the boards and readied them to be screwed into place. Seven windows, including a
large sliding glass door and a bay w indow had to be covered. For the bay window.
Daddy designed a w'ooden frame to complement the odd staicture. Several hours in the
September heat resulted in a house ready to battle the wind and water of Hurricane
Georges.
I packed my bag, taking some clothes and a few' memorable items. With the boat
hitched to the truck and Mama following close behind, we left early on Saturday morning
for an uncle’s house in McComb, Miss. Like Humcane Andrew some five years prior.
Georges weakened and turned at the last minute, retrained on Biloxi, Miss.
Strike two.
Another few' years went by relatively quiet until the 2002 hurricane season. I was
a senior in high school, enamored by the looming decision of college and distracted by
the privileges of being the oldest in a large school. Melissa had moved away to Chicago
in early August, leaving the nest all but empty other than me and our black Labrador
retriever, Abbie.
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Mom and Dad were slowly packing for a cmise that they had planned and paid for
more than a year in advance. It had been a while since they had a vacation, and I was
finally old enough to be left alone. In other words, I finally had my driver's license.
As luck w ould have it, Isidore began to chum in the Atlantic, threatening the trip.
Isidore picked up speed but never reached hurricane force before leaving New Orleans in
a giant puddle. It was only the second time 1 could ever recall my street flooding. We
lived a szood eisht or more feet below sea level, but a series of canals all around St.
Bernard Parish kept us relatively dry. Except for Mother’s Day when 1 was four. And
Tropical Storm Isidore. And Katrina.
School was cancelled for the following day while the city cleaned up the debris.
Mom and Dad and some of the neighbors left for the cmise on schedule, devoid
completely of any threats...for three days. Then Hurricane Lily reared her ugly face
toward New Orleans while my parents were rocking on a boat off the coast of Nova
Scotia. A year's worth of planning resulted in $6.99 per minute phone calls ship-to-shore
to make sure I hadn't drowned.
**Mom, the huiTicane is still two days away,” I replied. Then the neighbor’s
daughter called. Then my grandparents called. Then my cousin. Then my aunt. Then
my uncle. Then my grandparents again. I wanted to rip the phone cord out of the wall. I
boarded up the house by myself. I packed a bag, packed the dog, loaded up my Jeep and
drove over to my grandparents’ house less than a mile away. Not a bone in my body
contained any sense of worry because my mother did enough worrying in Canada for
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most of the neighborhood. Well, Hurricane Lili"^ sputtered into little more than a
thundershower, making Tropical Storm Isidore^ appear much worse than her title.
Two years after the Isidore-Lili debacle, I was a sophomore at the University of
Mississippi. I had spent the summer at home working at the local Office Depot, visiting
my girlfriend on the Mississippi Gulf Coast and running about town wdth old friends. It
v\ as a summer free of hurricanes, at least those threatening the Louisiana coast. But in
mid-September, Humcane Ivan entered the Gulf of Mexico, its crosshairs trained on
Louisiana and the mouth of the Mississippi river. Some 350 miles away in Oxford,
Miss., I called home to see about the plan. Mama and Uncle Nick, her brother, would
take my grandparents to my cousin's house in Shreveport, La. In 14 hours they got as far
as Mcadville, Miss., w here my uncle had a hunting camp. After numerous phone calls to
me in order to find those Mississippi back roads, they amved and settled the five dogs
and five people into the tiny house trailer. Like so many previous storms, Ivan spared
Louisiana and focused its wrath on the Florida panhandle, mangling homes and
businesses in popular vacation destinations such as Destin and Pensacola.^ The next day
they sat through more traffic to return to their homes, safe from Ivan’s path.
Strike three.
The following summer brought the most active hurricane season in history.
HuiTicane Cindy^ in early July blew through Louisiana like a major thunderstorm,
leaving residents threatened but fooled again. Hun'icane Dennis^ did the same with its
threat, enough to cause my parents to prepare to evacuate, though they never had the

^ Source; http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/20021ili.shtml
Source: http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/2002isidore.shtml
Source: http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/pdf/TCR-AL092004_Ivan.pdf
Source: http;//www.nhc.noaa.gov/pdf/TCR-AL032005_Cindy.pdf
Souice; http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/pdf/TCR-AL042005_Dennis.pdf
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opporuinitN. Dennis eiir\ ed back toward Florida and pounded the panhandle near Destin,
Fla. 1 lie threats nioimted and created nothing more than misplaced anxiety and a false
sense of security. F\ ery storm seemed to be a warning, a hint at what would eventually
happen, u hat had not happened in 40 years. The stage was set for Katrina to make her
appearance.
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Part I - The Storm
Chapter One
Friilay. Auyusi 26. 2005
NEW ORLEANS - Car horns set the cadence for Friday evening traffic in the Crescent
City. All along Interstate 10, automobiles crept along with the sun, heading toward
suburban homes and hungry families. In the traffic, nearly stationary in her car, sat a
simple, short-haired woman, weary from work but relaxed by the pending weekend. Her
name was Charleen.
All w'eek the local weather report mentioned Hurricane Katrina as it prepared to
enter the Gulf of Mexico. A native of the New Orleans metropolitan area, Charleen was
all too familiar wdth huiTicanes, and she vowed to leave if anything above a category
three threatened her below-sea level home. But the weather reports all suggested Katrina
w'OLild turn toward Mississippi, Alabama and Florida, sparing Louisiana yet again.
At 5:59, she reached for the radio dial to hear the evening news break on \\AVL
(S70 AM. The music died and in broke the WWL weather team. Hurricane Katrina was no
longer turning. She now set her sights directly on Louisiana and the mouth of the
Mississippi river.
Charleen cringed, and she felt her stomach turn. The traffic only made the
situation worse because she would get home no quicker. By the time she reached the St.
Bernard Parish line, she had calmed herself enough to think rationally about the
10

oncoming storm. She stopped at the closest Winn-Dixie to make groceries for her and for
lier parents who lived just a few blocks away.
Over on Corinne Ave.,just across Judge Perez Highway, Martin and Roselyn
w ere watching Bob Breck meander about the screen urging people to leave the city.
“We're not goin'.” Martin told Rosel>Ti.
“Wheic are we gonna go, anyway?” Roselyn agreed.
At the door w as Charleen toting four plastic bags worth of groceries.
“Hey,” she offered upon entering. “Have y’all been watching the w'eather?”
“Yeah, it doesn't look good,” Roselyn woiTied. Martin just sat in silence, grazing
his arthritic right forefinger over his left thumb. The older couple had survived countless
storms, including infamous Hunicane Betsy when she tore through the parish in 1965.
Their three children had watched with fear and excitement as Betsy howled down the
street, bending the walls and pushing debris and water through the neighborhood.
Forty years later and they still lived in the same home with their three children
relatively nearby. For forty years Martin and Roselyn barely had to budge. He figured
there was no real reason to do so now either.
Charleen, the middle child, explained to them the plan she had worked out w ith
her older sister and younger brother following the Hurricane Ivan situation in 2004. Like
Katrina, Hurricane Ivan entered the Gulf of Mexico in mid-September after ripping apart
some of the Caribbean. With powerful winds and a deadly reputation, it set its aim on
Louisiana and the Mississippi Gulf Coast. What resulted was a mass, last minute
evacuation and impending chaos in the form of a 14-hour road trip to the middle-ofnowhere - Mississippi.
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Like so many other storms that have threatened Louisiana, Ivan turned at the last
minute and slammed the scenic Florida coast. The result for Louisiana residents was a
false sense of security that overlapped in recent years with mild threats from hurricanes
and tropical storms.
Charleen shut the refrigerator and returned her focus to her parents, trying to find
a way to convince them that leaving this time would be in their best interest.
“We're not leaving," Martin said.

Back at home, 3520 Charles Drive. Floyd sat horizontally in his recliner, his eyes
glued partly on the television and partly on the back of his eyelids. Bob Breck was still
urging folks to leave town if at all possible. The blazing August heat reached 94 and
prevented the 55-year-old from participating in any yard activities, including boarding up
the house again. In recent years he would leave the house boarded up after the first major
threat. He couldn't figure out why he ever took down any of the boards since Hurricane
Dennis forced him to put them there in the first place.
Two Labrador retrievers, one black and one yellow, laid by the front door, waiting
for the arrival of their Mama and dinner. Their tails started beating on the wall as they
moved with excitement to battle for position as the door swung open. In stepped
Charleen. four plastic grocery bags in tow.
* Hey," she offered, more to Floyd than to the dogs. “I guess you’ve heard the
news. Everyone is going crazy with this thing.” Floyd readjusted his position and his
eyes to focus on his wife.
"Yeah, I can imagine,*’ he replied. "Really snuck up on us.”
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“When do you have to report to work?”
“Sunday night.” he responded. Charleen looked concerned as she then turned her
attention to the dogs to quiet them from barking.
“When should I leave?” she asked.
“Tomorrow, to avoid the traffic.” he said. “Are you going to my Mama's or to
Matt's?"
“Oh, ril go to your Mama's,” she said. “We'll be safe there. We have to watch
the weather tonight. I'll fix hamburgers. And we can board up tomorrow morning.” She
then went to her bedroom to change, fmstrated over why Floyd had failed to board up the
house already. She first pulled out a pair of shorts, but she continued, as she had done on
numerous other evacuations, to pull clothes to take with her. She eventually filled a
small suitcase w ith enough clothes for a few days. Knowing her husband would be
unlikely to pack himself, she took out his green “evacuation bag” and piled some of his
essential items into it.
She skirted the living room to inspect the bedrooms. She found an old, empty
crate in her daughter’s room, leftover from her high school days. She grabbed a yellow
University of Louisiana-Monroe blanket, the remnants of one of her son's fonner flames.
and packed away the picture frames that lined the small hallway. She grabbed her
wedding photos and every photo album she could find at the top of her closet. Shoebox
in hand, she packed her favorite pieces ofjewelry before giving in to dinner, which was
intemipted with phone calls back and forth between the three siblings regarding the
pending evacuation of the parents.
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Marlin and Roselyn insisted on staying, but tlieir children refused to leave them
behind. The plan was set to have the youngest child, Nick, drive them to the Mississippi
welcome center just over the state line where the oldest child, Linda, would take them to
Shre\ eport. They weren't happy about it, but Charleen had her own problems to deal
w ith at home. Packing and planning wore on into the early morning hours before she
could finally find the peace of mind to rest.
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Chapter Two
Saiiirday, August 27, 2005
OXFORD, Miss. - I yawned and stretched until I could justify rolling out of bed before
noon on a Saturday morning. It was early in the semester,just a week into many of the
dreaded 8 a.m. courses behind my potential journalism degree. I had no intention of
wasting a minute of shuteye.
My Saturday morning ritual was hardly set, as I had just moved into the apartment
two weeks ago. The scent of newness still lingered, and I felt uneasy about sleeping in
my own room several hundred miles away from the place I knew as home. The dorm
rooms w'ere much easier; I knew they were only temporary. But an apartment provided a
feeling of place, a feeling that I held very strongly back home in Chalmette. The
apartment life was steadily growing on me though. What with no curfews, no check-in or
check-out of guests, no rules against alcohol, easy access to campus, ample parking and a
place for a poor 20-year-old to call his own? I didn't really see a problem; I just felt it.
As usual, my morning ritual would consist of the noiTnal bathroom business.
More yawning would follow, then a stretch or two. Computer nerd I may be, but my email needed to be checked whenever possible, even on a lazy Saturday morning.
Inbox; 0.
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I checked the usual sites: a sports photography site, my Facebook account and
tinally the New Orleans news site WWL-TV.com. I grew up watching the news on WWT
almost e\ cry day with Daddy: it was partially responsible for my interest in journalism.
The lightning-fast Internet browser loaded the page, and the headlines suddenly
appeared. .And that w as when I first met her, the woman who would change our lives
forever: Katrina.
Yellow outlines stretching over nearly the entire Gulf of Mexico led into a smaller
circular portion of a deep crimson. I was no stranger to these shades of fear. Red is a
color of danger, and this red was bigger than any I could remember seeing. I tracked
many storms as a boy growing up in Chalmette. I even did an in-depth history project on
Louisiana hurricanes. Tracking them was an exciting, scary game. When you're young.
the potential disastrousness of a hurricane is beyond your thoughts. You realize that
something big may happen because of the seriousness the media offers, or the fear in
your parents' eyes. But w'e were always the lucky ones. We grew up with nothing more
than a heavy tropical storm passing through our neighborhood.
Still, I never lost my thrill for hurricanes. Just months earlier I kept a close eye on
Hurricanes Cindy and Dennis, both of which drew initial paths toward the Crescent City
and veered to the East, a familiar path that numerous storms seemed to have chosen over
the previous few years. In fact, it became a rather predictable location recently, as if we
just expected every storm to turn away from New Orleans. At least, that was my initial
hope.
Looking at my laptop’s screen that Saturday morning, a feeling of indescribable
dread passed through me. I had been through this countless times before. That summer I
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u atchcd Hun icane Dennis force niy mother to spend the night with Gogie, my
grandmother, before reluming home at the false alarm. Now another hurricane was
headed toward home. At worst. Mama would again evacuate to my grandmother's in
Bush, La., north of Lake Pontchartrain, in the middle of nowhere. Daddy would probably
report to w ork at the hospital. They would return two days later, after another false
alarm, the third of this particular season. I thought maybe I could cajole her into taking a
ride up to Oxford. If Mama had to evacuate, perhaps I could have some company for the
weekend. Cell phone in hand, I dialed the familiar number...

CH.ALMETTE, La. - “Hello?" Charleen answered.
“Hey, how' are you?" her son asked.
“Oh,Just packing a few things, running around the house," Charleen replied in her
nervous voice. Nervousness was not unusual for the given situation, hi fact, a category
two storm, what some New' Orleanians may call a “shower," could be knocking on the
door and she would possess the same tone.
“Are you leaving tonight?" he asked her.
“Yep, in a few hours."
“Coin' to Gogie

9

“Yeah, me and the dogs and Aunt Mary and her dogs.
“Are you sure you don't want to come up to Oxford?” he urged.
“No, I think we’ll be safe in Bush, and we’ll be there to help Gogie out.
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“OK. Is there anything I can do?" he asked, despite the ridiculousness of the
question.
“Pray," she said, before saying goodbye and hanging up the phone to return to her
frantic packing.
I knew this was going to happen, she thought to herself.
“Powerful Katrina," Floyd said.
“What?" she looked up from her packing list.
“Powerful Katrina. Circus elephant or sometliing. That’s what my Daddy used to
say. Powerful Katrina."

9

Source: http://www.bartholoviews.com/katrina.htm. According to artist Richard Bartholomew and
historian Herb Galewitz. the Powerful Katrinka. with an extra "k," was one ot Fontaine Fox s characters in
his 1930s cartoon “Toonerville Folks.'* The Powerful Katrinka ironically 'Vxcmpliticd both a good hcait
and 'upcrhuivian tcais."
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At that moment, unlike any previous evacuation, she felt the need to leave, the
need to find safety somewhere else. Hun*icanes had always scared her, but this storm
was altogether different.
Charleen left her bedroom and weaved through tlie house to the front door.
passing the possessions she and Floyd had gathered in their 30-plus years together. She
tried not to think about the worst-case scenario, but her heart told her it was possible.
maybe even probable.
Out the front door she dragged her heavy suitcase to the silver Chevy Impala in
the driveway. She popped the trunk, threw the case in and moved back toward the house.
A familiar face made eye contact with her from near the street. Next-door-neighbor Paul
was out and about, barefoot in his trademark green shorts and v-neck white undershirt.
He rarely wore much else around the neighbors. His usual cheerful, bearded smile was
replaced by his most serious, calming face.
”You leavin' town?” he asked, trying to sound funny but knowing that no joke
w'as possible.
“Yep, it's time to get outta here,” Charleen responded, making her way to the
sidewalk near the tree her husband planted four years prior.
“I think we’ll be fine, the levees will hold,” Paul said. "We’ll stay and take care
of things.”
Charleen never had the chance to fight her instincts. She minimized the space
between her and Paul, looked him straight in the eye and pointed her right index finger at

him.
“Paul,” she started, her tear ducts filling. “Paul, this is not the storm to stay for.
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He responded with nothing more than a frown that only accentuated the terror in
his eves. The sudden silence caught the attention of the nearby neighborhood women
u ho were discussing whether leaving would be a good option.
As Charleen backed away toward the house, Mary, Nick's wife, pulled up in a
truck. Occupied dog cages filled most of the truck's bed, but she was ready to take on
Charleen's tw o cages for her labs, Abbie and Roux. They finished packing together and
prepared to make the dri\ e, fearing the worst of traffic with the memory of Ivan lodged in
their mind.
Charleen kissed Floyd in the living room. They exchanged an I love you and
Charleen headed for the door, Abbie and Roux close behind. She opened the door for the
last time, stepped into her car and backed out of the driveway. The house at 3520
Charles Drive w^as a welcome goodbye in die reaiview miiTor. The grass was cut, the
bushes trimmed, the bricks clean. Floyd stood in the driveway, sweating with the sun.
waving as Charleen slowly pressed the accelerator toward safety.

Floyd watched his wife leave, not knowing exactly when he would see her again.
He hoped it w'ould be by Monday though, another false alarm hurricane. He never
realized while waving to his wife that it would be not only a week before he saw her
again, but also the mo.st agonizing week of his life.
He turned his attention to preparing the house for the wind. He went around back
to retrieve the familiar boards for the two front windows. They were oval on top and
square on the bottom, seven feet tall and painted gray to match the fake shutters on the
bricks. The inside of the boards marked the history:
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Georges 1998
Isidore 2002
Lili 2002
Ivan 2004
Floyd had just started placing the boards when Eddie, a neighbor from across the
street, approached him.
“Hey,” Eddie greeted, nervousness in his voice.
"Hey there.” Floyd greeted back.
“Are v*all leavin' town?” Eddie asked.
“Charleen left earlier this morning,” Floyd answered. “I have to report to work
tomoiTow nisht.”
“Denise is goin’ to Alexandria with the kids, but I have to report to the Barracks,”
Eddie said. “I think we'll be OK. The levees’ll hold.

10

“I sure hope so,” Floyd replied. “Good luck to you.”
They departed for their separate homes to prepare them for the storm.

BUSH, La.- Despite the hoiTors of contraflow'’ during Hurricane Ivan’s evacuation,
Charleen and Mary made the one and a half hour trip in Just less than two hours. They
pulled their vehicles down the inclined, gravel driveway and parked under the caipoit.

10

Source: Pierre. Robert E. and Josh White. “Guardsmen return to disaster area.

Washington Post. 10
Sept. 2005: A-17. Eddie survived, though he watched his truck go under water at the Barracks, a military
base “tm the border between New Orleans’ 9th ward and St. Bernard Parish.”
‘ ’ Contraflow: plan that turns “inbound interstate traffic lanes into outbound routes." Source: Anderson.
Ed. "Evacuation scramble puts contraflow system to the test.” Times-Picoyime. 29 August 2005: A-4.
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Ciogie, a trail 80-year-old woman, greeted them w itli hugs and a welcome invitation to
sta> in the Uttle House, the old camp that sat adjacent to her home.
Charlcen and Mary unloaded the dogs and their cages and placed most of the
necessary supplies in the Little House before securing items around “tlie island,” the area
ot the property that w as on slightly higher ground and contained the house. Gogie and
her husband moved to Bush from Arabi, La., a sector of St. Bernard Parish, in the late
1960s, Just a few' years after Hurricane Betsy washed away everything below six feet in
their home on Esteban Street. Floyd Sr. died in 1988.
A wiry woman already sweating, Mary grabbed the hefty dog statue that had
greeted \ isitors in the driveway for year. Her face was twisted with determination, her
wrinkles collecting beads of perspiration.
“I don't know w hy y'all are moving all this out of the way,just a little storm
coming,” Gogie said, half-smiling, half-serious. Mary stopped for a second to glare, and
then she hauled the statue to the garage and placed it out of harm’s way. Plants, tools and
the sign bearing the family name above the swing were all relocated to the garage.
The three w omen sat at the kitchen table that night and talked of the impending
storm. At least two of them had an idea of what was coming.

11

Chapter Three
Sunday, Aiiyusr 28, 2005
CHALMETTE, La.- Floyd wandered the dim house, searching for supplies and lastminute e\ acuation items. The covered windows left the house with an eerie, uninviting
glow. He had placed the final boards up on the sliding glass door, leaving only the small
hole in the top board to get a glimpse of the backyard. The sun was shining on that
crystal-clear day, but he was momentarily forced to endure the incandescence while he
packed for the storm.
Earlier that day, after careful consideration, he had removed the drain plugs from
his boat. The neighbors were all leaving town except for Paul, and he knew where to get
the plugs in an emergency. Without the plugs, the boat would simply sink but remain in
place.
He had mixed emotions about the hurricane. The dreaded feeling of doom
hovered in his gut because he knew the power Katrina, he had seen the destmetion in the
path of a smaller storm. But he also felt cheated, duped for buying into the false anxiety
of disaster. He had evacuated so often in the previous years, it became an expectation for
storms to turn away from New Orleans. Either way, he still had to report to work.
Floyd made a final pass through the house. He had already packed the truck that
morning with what he considered the important goods. The generator sat in the rear of
the truck, in case electric lines were down and they were forced to live there. He packed

23

ihc pressure washer as well because a lot of dirt comes with the water and it would be
needed for cleanup. He also placed his compound miter saw on the passenger seat
because just a couple feet of water in the house would force him to replace the crown
i:

molding, and this saw was essential for the job.
Close to 3 p.m.. Floyd walked to the bookshelf and retrieved his keys off the Bose
radio. Pre\ iously he had evacuated with the clock radio, a cherished Christmas present
from many years ago. But like many people, he figured it wasn't worth the hassle of
unplugging it because he would be back in two or three days, and the water would never
even get that high. He closed the bedroom doors, looked aioiind the house one final time
and departed out the front door. He locked the deadbolt and removed his key.
I'll be back in a few' days, he thought. He hopped in his truck, warmed tlie engine
and blasted the air conditioner against the August heat. As he pulled out his drivew'ay,
Paul approached him, now donning the only other outfit he ever wore: still no shoes,
same shirt but now complemented by some sky-blue jeans that only old men are capable
of wearing.
“Hey, Floyd, you leavin' for good?” Paul asked.
“Yeah, 1 gotta go to work,” Floyd replied. “I’m supposed to report by seven, but
Fm afraid I won't get a parking spot in the garage if 1 wait ‘till then.”
“Yeah, would you mind if 1 parked Jill and Erin’s cars in your driveway while
you're gone, to keep ‘em out of the wind?'’ Paul asked.

'■ It's amazing how far ahead Daddy thought, things I never would have considered, at least past the
generator. Yet every time I'm home I hear him kick himself over leaving countless items. It’s always
something different. The Bose radio he liked so much. Any number of guns from his collection. That
photo of Melissa on his bookshelf. My yearbooks. His photo album from Hawaii. I was amazed at what
he remembered. He was angry at what he forgot. But we were both grateful that everyone close to us was
alive and well.
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“Sure thing, Paul," Floyd responded, a puzzled look on his face. WTiat in the hell
is parking his cars in iny driveway gonna do, he thought.
“W'e're leaving town too," Paul said. He and Debbie never evacuated, but this
storm u as different they said, so they heeded Charleen’s advice.
Floyd u ished Paul good luck and headed out the driveway, 3520 Charles Drive in
his rearview mirror.
He drove the familiar route down Genie Street toward Paris Rd., though everyone
in St. Bernard pronounced it Parish Road. He stopped at Ponstein’s, a ratty convenience
store and gas station. Inside, the store looked nearly bare, the shelves empty from lastminute shoppers. Floyd made his way to the rear of the store to find only three bags of
ice at the bottom of the freezer. Old man Charlie Ponstein stood at the register, having
allowed his workers to tend to their families and homes while he ran the shop for once.
He was a former Parish president and a typical businessman in St. Bernard. Today his
facial expression was that of pure fear for what was heading that way on Monday
morning.
"Whatcha think?" Floyd asked him.
"It don't look good." was his only response.
Floyd walked out of the store with the last three bags of ice Charlie Ponstein sold.

BUSH, La. - Other than a brisk breeze and overcast skies, the Sabbath before the storm
appeared normal by most accounts. Charleen and Mary completed their tasks of securing
the loose ends in and around "the island. Charleen was concerned more about the old
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cliickcn coop 50 yards from the house and the wood rack just out back. But she cleared
her mind of that, figuring they were too far north for the wind to contain that sort of
power.
Floyd's older sister Pat, her daughter Gina, granddaughter Autumn and two pugs
arrived in Bush to take solace from the stonn. Pat lived not far away in Lacombe, but her
house was significantly lower than her nearby sister's house. Gina and her nine-year-old
daughter,.Autumn, had a home on the south shore in Metairie, where Gina’s husband.
Lan y, a diabetic, decided to ride out the storm.
Charlcen and Mary parked four of the five vehicles under the covered carport to
protect them from the wind and branches. Pat’s car sat uncovered near the front porch.
Inside the big house sat five women,one little girl and nine dogs. Six girls and nine
canines prepared to defend themselves against Mother Nature’s impending wrath.
Siinounded by pine trees and azaleas, they were no more than twenty miles north of Lake
Pontchartrain by flight of the crow. Hurricane Katrina hovered in the Gulf of Mexico
13

that afternoon, less than 200 nautical miles from the Louisiana coast.

Huddled around the living room they sat, anxious for the morning storm.
Charleen got to her feet and moved toward the Little House to check on her dogs. As she
made her way through the small kitchen, she grabbed her cell phone and dialed another
504 area code...

OXFORD, Miss.- After attending the 5 p.m. college mass at Paris Yates Chapel, I forced
myself to go to work at the campus student media center. My cubicle was littered with
Source; htlp://www.nhc.noaa.gov/pdf/TCR-AL 122005_Katrina.pdf
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Nikon camera equipment and photo requests. I knew I needed to continue my duties
despite the ob\ ions distractions. Even better, as photo editor of The Daily Mississippiaru
I included home on the front page of Monday's edition. It was a peculiar photo tliat not
many people would have found strange at first glance. With the icons of downtown New'
Orleans in the background and I-10 visible from a high perch in the foreground, this one
photo told the story of the evacuation. The bizarre side of it was the location of the
traf fic exiting town - all the cars were on the wrong side of the interstate because of
contraMow. Sitting at my desk staring at the photo, I jumped to find my cell phone
ringing by my side. Eager to answer the number labeled “Mama’s Cell,” I pressed the
connect button and headed for the back door balcony.
“Hey, how are you?” I asked.
“fm OK, at Gogie’s,” she responded with obvious apprehension in her voice.
“Mom, it’s not too late, this isn’t going to be good,” I pleaded.
“Matt,” she started, her voice quivering to fight back the tears.

I am terrified of

this storm.” In that moment I found myself helpless and angry.
“Then get in the car and get up here!” I yelled.
“It’s too late, too much traffic, we’ll be OK here,” she lied. No excuse was good
enough for that moment. I’ll always regret not pushing the issue more or trying
everything to convince her to leave so that we could know without a doubt that she was
safe.
I told her 1 loved her and tried to convince her that everyone there would be far
enough north from the storm.
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Hearing the fear in my mother's voice that evening was the first time I ever heard
my mother scared for herself. She worried like a motlier should worry, but it was always
about me or my sister or her husband. It suddenly became my turn to grow up a little and
do the woiTying - and the praying.
I returned to work and finished editing the last few photos. Before leaving early
for the night, I inspected the front page and read the lead of the story. The storm’s
colorful radar was amazing. The huiTicane swallow'ed the entire Gulf of Mexico. The
office was relatively quiet that evening, with most of my coworkers leaving early as well.
I took the time to check in on Dad...

NEW ORLEANS - Floyd carefully, yet quickly rolled the covered, stainless steel
hospital cart dow n the hallway of Baptist Hospital.'^ Halfway down the route to his
office, his cell phone began ringing to the tune of Dixie.
“Hello." he answered in his typical gruff fashion.
“Hey, how's the boarding goin'?” his son asked.
“Well, I'm already at the hospital actually, moving a few things in my office,
Floyd said as he continued to maneuver the cart around hospital equipment. He was
careful to avoid certain individuals not out of anything illegal under the sheet but more
for the sake of avoiding annoying trouble caused by nosy coworkers.
“Oh, I thought you would be leaving later on tonight,” Matt said, more as a
question than a statement.

'‘ The hospital had not been named Baptist in nearly a decade, but locals will always know Memorial
Medical Center as Baptist Hospital.
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“I had no reason not to come here earlier," Floyd responded. “The house is
hoarded, nothing more to be done but buckle down right here." Floyd didn’t mean to
sound tense and uninviting, but he always had a nasty aversion to phones, and his focus
rested mostly on preparing the hospital, particularly his office, for Hurricane Katrina.
“Well, ril let you get back to moving in there," Matt said. ‘Take care of yourself.
ITl talk to you tomorrow, love ya Dad."
“All right, love ya too, bye."
Floyd reached his office on die fifth of floor of Baptist Hospital, unlocked the
door and unloaded a few items he had left the house with earlier that afternoon. He sat in
his chair, clocked in, turned on his radio to 870 AM and waited for a weather update.

OXFORD, Miss.- With darkness settled in for the evening, I pulled into the closest
parking spot I could find at my apartment and shut off my head lights. I let the engine
idle for a few minutes w hile I took a deep breath to think about what the next 12 to 15
hours could entail. I said a little prayer, killed the engine and made my way to my
apartment.
There I found my roommate Patrick’s family settling in for the evening. They
had made the unorthodox 13-hour drive Sunday from Kenner, La. to Oxford. Previously,
they had never evacuated. But they said this storm was different.
I went to bed late that night, checking my computer constantly for tracking
updates, waiting for more information to spew on CNN about some downgrade in
intensity, some turn toward another part of the Gulf Coast. It’s a temble, selfish thought
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though. No one ever wishes a hurricane on someone else, but when your home and
family are threatened, you throw it all out the window and hope it makes a turn for some
other part of the world. A{ the very core, I prayed for it to downgrade to nothing.
I thought about my family. Daddy was in a tall building in uptown New Orleans.
For all intensive puiposes. he was safe from harm despite being in the direct path of
Katrina. My grandparents were safe in Shreveport, La., accompanied by my aunt and
uncle from Biloxi, Miss. My Godfather, Uncle Nick, was also in New Orleans at another
hospital along the river, but still seemingly safe. I only feared for my mother and the
other five women and nine dogs in Bush, La. I knew the terrain, and I knew the wind
would be violent in the morning. I knew they w^eren’t far enough north, but there was
nothing I could do but pray. I knew it would be bad. But I didn’t know how bad it would
be. At some point I fell asleep, somehow unaware of what the morning would bring.

30

Chapter Four
Monday, August 29, 2005
OXFORD, Miss.

I fell asleep the night before knowing that it would be reaching land

sometime around daylight, but I wasn't sure when exactly. I awoke just before 7 a.m„
my mind bearing the weight of the hurricane. The massive storm w'ould last longer than
a typical storm.
Still damp from a morning shower, I raced out tlie door in an attempt to be on
time to my 8 a.m.journalism class, but I’m not really sure w'hy I bothered. My focus was
south, some 350 miles down Interstate 55.
The w'eather in Oxford was fairly calm, slightly overcast with a light breeze. For
some reason 1 expected the weather to be worse in Oxford that morning. Walking from
the parking lot to the classroom, I dialed Mom’s cell in hope of reaching her to see if they
were still all right.
The phone rang in my ear several times before a raspy, unclear voice finally
connected...

BUSH, La.- Charleen sat on the ancient sleeper sofa in the cinder block Little House,
clutching Abbie the black lab for comfort. The night before was sleepless not so much
because of the storm as the constant desire for six of the nine to dogs to want to share the
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sleeper sola with Charleen and Mary. After daybreak, Mary left the Little House to care
for her dogs.
Outside the wind howled and feeder bands dropped enough rain to saturate the
grt)iind. But so far, the storm had produced no serious effects other than power outages.
Lying next to her on the dead charger, her cell phone rang. She answered “Hello?"' to a
familiar though miifOed voice.
“Mom!" her son yelled.
She yelled in reply. “Yes! Matt!" But she could tell that the message was not
going through clearly. Evidently phone lines and cell phone signals were beginning to
snap and fade in the area. After several minutes of static-filled communication, she
finally understood at least part of a question.
“Are y'all OK?" Matt asked.
Charleen did her best to respond that they were in fact safe, but she wasn’t sure
the message went through. Regardless of how dire the situation became, she wanted her
son to believe that they were safe and sound at least for the moment.
She waited until the phone disconnected before removing it from her ear, hoping
that phone lines would be restored by that evening or tomorrow.
Just then Mary mshed into the Little House.
Charleen, we need to get out of here, now!" she exclaimed. The trees are
bending like rubber. They could hit this house easily." Suddenly frantic, Charleen
jumped up from her bed and collared Abbie and Roux over to the main house. Once
inside, Charleen closed the two bedroom doors along the hallway and placed Abbie and
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Roux next to Mary' hve dogs. Mary then spread out her quilts for safety. She had a
knack lor quilt-making, a skill that created some prized family possessions.
**Mary. you w ant to just lay these out here like this?" Charleen asked.
“Yeah, well 1 wasn't leavin' without ‘em," she responded.

Now’ they can help

us.
Charleen and Mary settled into the hallway as tlie wind continued to increase
outdoors. Meanwhile. Gogie, Pat, Gina, Autumn and the tw'o pugs were sitting wdth
blank stares in the liv ing room, in full view of the large windows at the front and the rear
ot the home. Charleen and Mary looked at them from the hallway in disbelief of their
ignorance, but they remained silent for the time being.
Sometime before 10 a.m., the worst of Katrina moved over the Northshore of
Louisiana. Trees, mostly pine trees, began falling in the vicinity of the house.
Immediately, the ignorant crew in the living room escaped to the hallw^ay for safety.
With Gogie on a chair, the other five women and nine dogs cradled quilts on the hallway
floor.
With the wind blowing toward the front of the house, Charleen propped open the
side door to the carport so the wind could counteract with the August humidity and the
lack of an air conditioner. Opening the door meant having the ability see through the
screen door as the worst of the hurricane passed through Bush.
Charleen silently prayed. Trees snapped liked toothpicks in the front yard with a
violent cracking sound like bottle rockets. Another prayer. The wind swirled around the
tops of the trees, spinning them into vortexes before knocking them down like bowling
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pins and lilting them right out of the ground. Another prayer. To the rear of the house,
the tin roof of the garage would lift and resettle with the wind.
But the house never creaked.
15

“Uncle Blackie, keep protecting us," thought Charleen.
In two hcmrs of constant thrashing, the dogs never moved. Abbie and Roux lay
on either side of Charleen, panting from the heat but never abandoning her physically or
emotionally.
At one point the power line pole behind the Little House fell into the neighbor’s
yard, simultaneously ripping the phone wires from the attic. Then tlie wind toyed with
the w ires, w hipping them against the roof in an attempt to beat through the shingles.
“Charleen. why don't you go in the attic and see what that’s about,” Gogie
suggested. Charleen bit her tongue slightly, ignored her every urge to yell and simply
responded, “I don't think so."
The trees continued to splinter and stack for most of the morning. How^ever, only
one tree, caught in a vortex in the front yard, slapped the comer of the house, clipping off
the edge but damaging little more tlian a few shingles in the process. Miraculously,
everything else missed the house.
Sometime after noon, when the winds died down and the trees stopped falling, the
female clan emerged from the hallway. A wall of trees blocked the carport. They were
treed in from every side. The road was not visible, and none of the women were capable
of climbing through the mess, making rescue all but impossible from the inside.

Uncle Blackie, Gogie's brother, helped build the house in the late 1960s. Floyd described him as the
family's favorite uncle who made his home in Florida along the St. John's River. He died in the late 1970s,
a victim (^t lung cancer.
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The accountant in Charleen quickly did the math: three days worth of food and
v\ ater it they conser\ ed properly. Rescue would be necessary. But she never mentioned
the direness ot the situation to her cohorts. Her mind drifted to her husband and how he
was going to come to the rescue...

OXFORD, Miss. - What 1 failed to realize at 8 a.m. when I himg up the phone and
strolled into Advanced Reporting was that while Mama said they were OK,the worst was
far from over in Bush, La.
Dr. Wickham asked the “Coast kids" if tliey knew of any news from the home
Iront yet, but we had heard nothing because tlie storm was still bearing down all along the
Gulf Coast. At 9 a.m.. Dr. Dolan talked of cancelling class on Friday so he could get
down to a relative who may need assistance.
After class 1 returned to my post at the media center and watched the overhead
TVs and perused countless photos as they streamed across

Associated Press wire.

Familiar names of photographers came up, names I recognized from the newspaper and
jobs I had inquired about. The journalist in me, especially the photojoumalist, wanted
badly to be down there. After all, the original images received from New Orleans were
of a rain-soaked town with heavier-than-normal wind damage. It seemed so harmless.
Early images were of a building that collapsed in downtown New Orleans near
the French Quarter, but it was nothing more than an old dilapidated structure that needed
to fall anyway. Another image was of the blinding sheets of rain and a man trying to find
cover. The first image of any real significance came across around 11 a.m. Apparently
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the root ot a barbcqiie restaurant in Kenner, La. had blown off and was traveling down a
major thoroughfare.
.\t about noon, FOX News reporter and Ole Miss almost-aliim Sheppard Smith
regained a satellite feed. He was standing on a balcony somewhere in the French
Quarter. And the first words out of his mouth were “It appears as though New Orleans
has dodged a bullet again."
True. In recent decades New Orleans had been spared countless times. But to say
the city “dodged a bullet" when you're standing in the highest elevated part of a town that
rests an average of six feet below several surrounding bodies of water was ignorant.
1 could only take so much of that New Orleans news feed. I wanted to know
about Mom and Dad and Chalmette. After the 8 a.m. phone call to Bush, my cell phone
ceased w'orking. Any time I dialed, the phone would offer nothing more than a busy
signal. I gave up hope on cell phone reliability quickly. If my 504 cell phone wasn't
working 350 miles away, there was little hope that a 504 cell phone would actually
cooperate in that area code. Rooting through my desk, I found the office’s long distance
code on a post-it note with some other jargon about photos somebody needed earlier that
week. I dialed Daddy’s office number, and to my surprise, the call went through...

NEW ORLEANS - With the rain falling in sheets and the wind howling just beyond the
doors sometime before 5 a.m., Floyd watched Katrina’s amval from a narrow window
near his office on the fifth floor of Baptist Hospital. Water and debris, pushed around by
Katrina’s force, was scattered about Napoleon Ave. Nurses, doctors and workers were
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tVaniically mancii\ ering about the hospital. The electricity went out around dawn. Soon
the emergency generators offered some light to return.
Thixnighout the morning several tasks kept Floyd occupied. Plate glass from
\\ indow s broke in several areas of the building. Doors had to be held shut from the wind
and the pressure. Patients needed to be removed from harm.
One piece of plate glass blew out in a stairwell, forcing five men to chock a piece
ol plyw ood in the doorw ay. Broken glass and the initial loss of powder were the major
concerns occupying the minds of the hospital staff.
By midday things had settled down. At half past one, Floyd glanced out a
window to find a New Orleans police officer with a chainsaw and another worker with a
bobcat clearing the right-of-way on Napoleon Ave. Floyd watched in amazement
because he had spent many nights in his 20-plus years at the hospital watching that same
street Hood with a simple rain storm. Apparently, he thought, that expensive drainage Job
that screwed up traffic for years is finally paying off
With everything under control by that afternoon, Floyd returned to his office to
catch his breath. He had just sat down at his desk when his office phone rang.
“Hello?” he answered.
“Hey, I can't believe I got through,” his son. Matt, said. “How are you?
“We’re doing all right here,” Floyd replied.
“Good,” his son replied with relief.
“Just a lot of plate glass falling with the heavy winds, not much more than that.
It's not even Hooded.”
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“It clidn i Hood?" Matt asked incredulously. “Napoleon floods with a heavy
dew
*‘l know, but 1 heard from Wayne Hill, who knows someone who stayed down in
Chalmcttc, that there's w ater up to the stop sign on Karen,"' Floyd told his son in a
saddened but unsure voice. Karen Drive was only a few' blocks from Charles Drive.
“We probably ha\ e three or four feet of water in the house."
“Well...that's not too bad I suppose," Matt replied after a pause. I’m just glad
y'all aren't down there."
“Yeah, we may have to knock out some sheet rock and replace a lot of the
furniture though," Floyd continued, already planning ahead. His family lost their home
in Hun icane Betsy in 1965 when he was just 15, and he spent several months rebuilding
the sheetrock after some six feet of water flooded the St. Bernard home for several hours.
“We'll take care of it then," Matt said.

I’ll let you get back to work, but I’ll call

you soon, especially if I hear from Mom."
"That's gonna be tough," he said. "Cell phones don’t seem to wanna work around
here. But keep trying."
“Will do. See ya. Dad.
"Bye." He returned the phone to its base and left to meet his supervisor, Eric, in
the basement to begin transporting cases of water upstairs to nurses and patients. His
mind remained focused on St. Bernard and his wife and mother in Bush.
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BUSH, La. - As night fell, Charleen and Mary relocated to the Little House to
loop. W ith no electricity and no air conditioner, they opened all the windows and doors
to let the \\ ind blow throuizh the house.
Betore retiring to bed, they secured the survival w'ater in the bathroom and
reassured e\ ervonc that they would be rescued by the next day. One ice chest contained
drinking w ater w hile another contained flushing water. Despite the constant reminders,
the last person to bathe before the storm failed to fill the bathtub with water to be used for
Hushing and bathing. With no electricity, the outdoor water pump was useless and
possibly destroyed.
With a portable, battery-operated radio, the survivors listened intently to the news
that evening after dinner, looking for any word on the city’s condition. The signal was
weak, but they could hear enough to know that St. Bernard and the lower ninth ward took
it the worst while parts of New' Orleans remained high and dry. Several calls were of
people trapped in their attics looking for anyone to help. After a few hours, Charleen
turned off the radio to avoid the depression that seemed to wash in with the storm and
linger like the wind.
Lying in bed next to Mary and the many dogs, Charleen thought about her
husband and her children. Surely someone would know to come rescue them before
long. Breaking the dark silence, the wind continued to howl all night long as the wrath of
Katrina slowly died.
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OXFORD, Miss.

- I rode shotgun w ith Tyler and Darrell, snapping images around

campus ot \ arious dohris. We found an umbrella turned inside out by the Walk of
Champions at the trout of the Grove. And then we saw the massive oak tree splintered in
the center ot the 10-acre green space.
“Grab an umbrella,*' I told Danell. Next thing I knew, we were snapping photos
ot this tree, trying our best to keep dry and not get squashed if anotlier old oak decided to
take the plunge.
We rode around for another hour, finding downed trees and powerlines. Debris
was scattered all over town. At one of the bigger dorms, in the height of the storm, I
spotted two girls struggling to walk tlirough the parking lot. One girl carried a small,
yellow umbrella that continued to buckle in the wind. I got off a few frames of the
inverted cover, and being the responsible journalist, I hopped out of the car and asked for
their names.
“Excuse me? Why don't you get your ass out in the storm and see how it feels,*’
one of them shot back. The dorm crowd stared at me. I was hoping they were trying to
figure out why 1 was soaking wet if 1 hadn't been in the storm. I retreated to the car and
promptly published the photo without any names. The photo told the story; it wasn’t my
fault it they had bad attitudes.
The newspaper rushed out what little news was available, ending my night
relatively early. At home I found the electricity out. Evidently Oxford is on two power
grids, leaving part of the town in darkness following the storm. We conserved as much
as possible in the refrigerator and freezer, and we resorted to a portable radio and
llashlights for entertainment. The Kieffer family and I spent the evening discussing what
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new s w e knew , w hieii w asn'i nuieh. 1 eventually went to bed. praying that I would know
more in the nu’irnine.

Ui

Two Linidenlified University ot'Mississippi students fight the wind and rain of Hurrieane Katrina's
remnants as they struggle to walk through a parking lot on Aug. 29, 2006 in Oxtord. Miss.
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Chapter Five
Titcsclay, August >0, 2005
NEW ORLEANS - Groggy from a rough night of little sleep, Floyd walked across the
street to the New Orleans Surgery

Heart Institute

17

to take a shower. The generators

there were still keeping much of the electricity running. The shower felt good to wash
away the sweat from the previous day, but without air conditioning, he began to sweat
immediately. E\ en in shorts and a t-shirt, the grueling heat made every duty a difficult
one. He returned to the main building and started working immediately on mnning
electricity to the morgue. The generators failed to feed the refrigeration required in the
morgue. Before finishing the job, his supervisors began an early-morning staff meeting
among plant operations workers.
The prognosis wasn't good: the water w^as coming back, and it would be nearing
the hospital soon. Also, volunteers were needed to transfer diesel fuel from the NOSHI
building, w here the generators were in the basement, to run the generators in the main
hospital. Floyd stepped forward.
Within an hour, he and his coworkers noticed the water rising from the culverts in
the street. The levee breach from yesterday was pouring water into the city, slowly
drowning neighborhoods.

NOSHI
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Ahoiii 500 eallcMis ot diesel fuel made it from the NOSHI building in barrels to
the second lloor of the main hospital building. There, the generators were keeping the
hospital ali\ e tor the lime beins.

BUSH. La. - In 24 hours, the situation hadn't changed, only the weather. Katrina’s
clouds \\ ere long gone, giving way to sunny skies, humidity and hot temperatures,
especially without Katrina's breeze. Charleen sat in the Little House, constantly thinking
and praying about the situation and the possibility of getting rescued within the next few
days. She tried to throw the ball for Abbie, but Roux continued to interfere for attention.
She tried her cell phone every hour, but she knew the lines had been down since the
storm.
The radio buzzed information constantly, revealing more and more details. The
women stopped listening to the radio the night before because countless reports were of
people trapped in their attics calling for help that would never arrive. Today the reports
didn't improve much, as Charleen learned just how high the water was in St. Bernard,
and that the twin spans, the Interstate 10 bridge, was in pieces in Lake Pontchartrain. She
knew neither her husband nor her brother had any way of reaching the trapped survivors.
Her mind raced through the names of people who knew where they were and how they
could get there. Her son was in Oxford, Miss, and probably had no easy route to reach
them if the trees were splintered as they were in front of the house. Keith, Floyd’s
nephew', was the only nearby relative who could possibly reach them. Otherwise, they
were on their own.
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Charlccn \\ aiched as Mary wiped a tear from her eye and clutched her stomach
and her liead in oh\ ions pain. She didn't know what to say, but she knew what was
wronu. Mary's son. Marty, opted to stay in their house for the hurricane with his wife.
Mary told her that Nick left off a board in the back bedroom so they could escape, but he
told them they w ould die if they stayed. Mary had been sick since Monday afternoon
when they tirst reeei\ ed reports of people dying in their attics in St. Bernard.
Charleen, not quite knowing how else to comfort her, stood up to make her w^ay
out the front door of the Little House, where the tree wall started about four feet from the
entrance. Glancing through the screen door, she could barely see two figures on the road
walking past the driveway. Instincts prevailed as Charleen tlirew open the door, cupped
her hands around her mouth and yelled louder than ever, “Help!"
The tw o figures stopped at the cry for help and made their way toward the tree
wall. One young man climbed over some of the trees and stood halfway between the
house and the road to communicate w ith the survivors.
“Hi there," he greeted them.
"Hi, do you think you can help us get out of this mess?" Charleen asked quickly,
in a panicked voice.
"Yes ma'am." he replied, much to her relief. "You ladies look like you're in quite
a predicament here." Charleen didn't like the tone of his voice, but she was forced to
trust him under the circumstances.
"Yeah," Charleen replied with a tinge of sarcasm given the obvious situation.
"We don’t have much water left, since our pump shed was busted during the storm."
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“Well, we'll see whai w e can do when we get back,” the young man said. "‘Our
parents li\ e just dow n the street, and we need to see w'hat their situation is right now.
We 11 be back before too long." He then climbed back over the tree wall to join his
partner on the w ay to his parent's house.
The other four w omen stood nearby, listening to the entire conversation, but they
had nothing to say at the conclusion. Charleen never flinched when she turned around,
she only hoped that the men would keep their word and return before nightfall.
She called Abbie and Roux and returned to the porch, where she and the other
w'omcn sat to pass the rest of the morning. Restlessness overcame Charleen and Mary.
They recruited Gina for help and the tJiree women worked togetlier to clear off as much
ol the back yard as possible by moving limbs and other debris to the side of the house.
Alter several hours of work, there w as enough room to relocate some of the vehicles from
under the carport. The heat prevented the women from spending any time indoors, and
shade w'as necessary w ith the August sun.
At some point in the late afternoon, another passer-by called to the women from
the road.
"Hey, are you ladies OK?" yelled a stranger from the road. Immediately the five
w omen raced to the edge of the tree wall to speak with the man. Again, Charleen took
the lead.
"Yes, we're here!
"Oh hi, my name’s Mr. White,” he said. "I live down the street here, and I'm Just
checking on the neighbors. Can I help y'all?”
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“W oil, we're OK on food, for the moment," Charleen said.
low on w ater."

But we're rumiing

The two ice chests of water had subsided quicker than Charleen had

calculated because Pat and .Autumn thought it necessary to batlie twice a day despite the
circumstances.
"Well then. I'm gonna inn back to my house and see what I can rig up for y’all,
cause you ladies need w ater to survive down there," he said. "And it don't look like
y all are getting' outta there anytime soon, at least not without a tractor and a chainsaw.’
"No, w e're pretty much stuck here," Mary spoke for the first time.
"Y'all hang tight." Mr. Wliite reassured. "I'll be back soon.'’
Charleen cringed at the words because the last people who said that had failed to
return.

OXFORD, Miss.- I began sending text messages to everyone with a 504 area code,just
to make sure my friends and family were safe. Not a single phone call went through on
Tuesday morning or afternoon, but I received word through text messages that many of
my friends and their families had evacuated in time to various locations. It w'as the only
piece of good news I could share in the 24 hours since the storm.
A restless night gave way to another day of watching news reports at the media
center and constantly dialing familiar numbers. I had no focus on school or work, only
on finding my family and doing whatever was necessary to repair this problem.
I searched news sites, blogs, forums, Facebook profiles, anything to find
inlormation that may lead to the conditions down in Chalmette, Bush and uptown near
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the hospital. I tinally found an image that I may never be able to shake from my mind.
At (irst glance it meant nothing to me, and I was skeptical of its source, but it didn’t take
long lor me to real i/e what 1 was looking at. I could see the landmarks plain and clear,
submerged under an unfathomable amount of water. The St. Bernard Cultural Center,
where I w atehed my sister dance in countless revues, the new Home Depot, the Sav-ACenter nearby, the nasty Taco Bell and the old Wal-Mart were all visible in the image
taken from a helicopter. It was a water world.
I then tound a blog with pictures a man took from his television. It was obvious
video ol people trapped in their houses waving white shirts for rescue. The blog said it
was St. Bernard, and I had no reason not to believe it after tiie first image. In shock, I
called my sister. We knew things were bad. but now we could see just how bad they
were.
“Have you seen the picture yet?" I asked.
“Yeah, 1 haven't stopped looking at it," she responded, knowing immediately
18

what I was referring to. "Matt. I found something disturbing on the WWL forum.
“Wliat?" 1 asked impatiently.
“They can’t find Ms. Sandra and Mr. Marvin." Marvin and Sandra Trapani were
like a second family to us. Every day after school, Melissa and I would walk down the
street and stay with them until our parents, usually Dad, got off work. She was the
babysitter.
Melissa continued to describe what she read, and we decided to keep checking the
thread for updates on their whereabouts.

U' VV7, created a forum during Hurricane Katrina for people to pass along information about survivors and
the condition of different areas in Neu Orleans.
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‘*Ha\ c

heard anything else?" I asked.

No. still w aiting to hear trom Mom or Dad, none of my calls or text messages
u ill go through.”
eah, mine neither,” she said. “Keep trying. I'm sure they’re fine.’ We
continued to discuss the situation and mtike plans for getting supplies to Bush since we
knew the house was out of commission.
Plan on taking next semester off in case you and Dad need to put the house back
together,” she said.
”lt's crossed my mind,” I lied. “I can do that.'’ And with that, we stopped talking
to continue our endless search of information on our parents, our relatives, our friends,
our dogs and our home.
Even during the storm, VVIPL-TY remained updated. At some point, I noticed a
link at the top of the page that mentioned streaming video. Of course our office is loaded
w ith then top-ot-the-line Apple computers, so getting Windows Media player to work
w as damn near impossible. I wandered around until I found the only PC in the office,
lucked away in a tiny office adjacent to the radio station. I halfway shut the door and
reloaded the video.
To my surprise, it came in rather clear, and I found myself w^atching the normal
morning crew discussing the humcane. Mayor Ray Nagin was on the show talking about
the failure of government aid, a lack of resources and what was lost. He mentioned the
jagged I-10 twin span, a shifted Causeway and a submerged portion of 1-55, all hindering
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access lo ihe city. Ai that momenl, he appeared to be doing all that he could in a Rudy
Giuliani fashion.
I continued to watch for an hour or more, curious to know every detail of tlie
situation that seemed physically so far away and mentally right next door. Eric Paulsen
and Sally-Ann Roberts w ere addressing the state of each parish at some point that
morning. Se\ eral lesser-known parishes were announced w'ith little damage to report,
riien came St. Bernard.
“St. Bernard: complete devastation.*'Paulsen said. Roberts broke into tears. And
so did I.
They eventually moved on to other parishes, but it meant nothing to me as I sat
there, teary-eyed and hidden in the tiny offiee. I knew it had been rough down in St.
Bernard before that moment. I had seen the photos and the video and I had read the
stories. But hearing a local broadcaster, someone I grew up listening to every morning of
my life as I prepared for school, say that my parish was completely destroyed by this
beast Katrina, that's when it all became real.
I spent a good portion of the day fielding e-mails and text messages from relatives
and friends concerned about my parents. I even had a friend of my mother’s, whom I
never met, contact me through the university. But I had no good news to offer him yet. I
hung up the phone and tried calling Mom again...

''/\s mavor of New York City. Rudy Giuliani was lauded for his heroic leadership following Sept. 1 I.
2001 . Mayor Nagin's leadership was initiallv praised in a similar fashion, but, at least in my mind, that
quickiv deteriorated.
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BUSH, La. - Charleen again looked at her cell phone, the battery dying and not a trace of
a signal. She kept it by her side,just in case word came by phone.
Although the sun was setting, Mr. White had returned with his brother not long
alter his lirst encounter with the women. The two men immediately set to work
constructing a bridge over the tree wall. They brought with them some old sheets of
plyu ood. First they constructed a ramp up the wall, nailing tlie board to the thicker,
sturdier trees. Then they tried to nail a piece of plywood to the flattest portion of the
wall. And tinally a piece ramped down to the women. By the end of the day, the women
could climb out of the house and to the road, where Mr. White parked his wife’s car
earlier that alternoon. Meanwhile Gina found an axe and began clearing more of the
smaller logs in the backyard.
“Now I'm gonna leave the keys with y’all," he said, Y’all come on over a few
at a time and take a shower. My wife’s put out everything you’ll need, and I got the
generator workin'. And if y’all need to get outta here, take the car. Charleen stood
there in shock. This man, who was a complete stranger despite living down the street
from her mother-in-law, had offered her the use of his car and his shower. For the first
time in several days, Charleen relaxed a little in the relief of being partially rescued.
“Mr. White,” Charleen started, “Can we do anything to help?
“Well, we don’t have lots of food left, but we’ll probably be all right,” he
responded.
“We’ll take care of that in a few minutes,” Mary answered immediately.
Mary and Pat first went across the bridge to take .showers at the White house.
Mary brought with her some deer sausage and bread. The Whites again returned the
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lavor by hauling two ice chests of water over the manmade bridge and into the house. No
electricity. No running water. Bartering for survival. Suddenly Charleen found herself
in another era. doing e\ crything she and her entourage could do to survive.
Darkness tell again, as the ladies sat together in the Little House by candlelight.
Charleen spent much of the evening caring for Abbie. constantly wiping her snout with a
w et paper tow el to cool her down. The aging Labrador spent much of the day panting
from the heat. Dinner that evening consisted of using the old gas stove in the Little
House to heat up some now-defrosting chicken stew witli rice. Using the tailgate of
Gina s truck as a table, the crew ate what little they could stomach. Not much of an
appetite. Charleen studied Autumn's face as she ate. Though enduring the tribulations of
the storm relatively well for a young girl. Autumn appeared restless in Charleen s eyes.
“Aunt Charleen, can we watch a movie?" Autumn asked. Charleen tried to smile,
but she had no desire to watch a movie at the time. Her fellow survivors, tired and gross
from the cleanup, shared her sentiments.
But she gave in to Autumn's request. The little girl picked out Sabrina, and
Charleen set it up to w'atch on her portable DVD player, a Christmas gift from Floyd last
year.
Good news arrived sometime near 10 p.m., at least Charleen thought it was 10
p.m., since her watch took a beating while clearing branches and debris earlier that day.
Headlights panned the scenery around the tree wall, taking what little focus Charleen had
on the movie and shifting it to the vehicle on the road. She heard a panicked voice
yelling Irom the car, and she immediately recognized him.
“Keith!" she screamed back. “We're OK, but we need help!" Keith’s wife exited
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the car as w ell. lca\ ing tw o children in the backseat. Also his mother and other daughter
were behind them in a van.
Keith iVanticalh climbed over the recently constructed bridge and made his way
to his lamily. Shirtless and frantic, he v\ as sweating profusely, and a headband was all
that held his blonde hair from mopping his eyes.
“Is everybody OK here?" he asked surveying the property. "It’s all gone, it’s all
sone.
“We're all fine, Keith,” Charleen repeated. “We just need to get out of here
soon.
”It's all gone,” he repeated.
“What's all gone?” Gina asked. Keith ignored the question.
“Well, it's gonna take more than a chainsaw to get these trees moved. You need a
tractor or something.” Charleen watched his eyes move rapidly about the property in a
wild fashion. She suddenly became scared in his presence. Keith had some drug
problems in the past, but she couldn't imagine him falling off the wagon at a time like
this.
“Wliere are y'all going?” Gogie asked.
“We're trying to get a cell phone signal, Gogie,” he responded. “Headin to
Baton Rouge or wherever we can get in touch with people.”
Charleen and Mary looked at each other, both knowing what the other was
thinking.
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“Keith, let me write dow n some phone numbers for you,” Charleen urged. “Get
in contact w ith Matt and Melissa and let them know we’re fine but that we may need help
eventuallv."
Keith nodded, and Charleen ran to the Little House to fetch some paper and a pen
to copy the numbers down.
“Gogie. you got any gas lying around?" Keith asked. “We’re running low, and
I m not sure we got enough to get to Baton Rouge."
"There's a can in the garage, or maybe we can siphon out of the cars," Mary
offered.
“Oh that can in the garage is Bubby’s, you might want to ask him before you take
that, Gogie replied. Everyone stared at her. She really didn’t get the gravity of the
situation. A chance of rescue had finally arrived and she wanted her nephew to ask her
son

il taking the only gas can out of the garage was OK.
Mary ignored her and retrieved the can for Keith.
^^Tlen Charleen finished jotting down the numbers, Keith climbed back over the

bridge and assured the ladies that he would be back before too long with the means to
clear a path and get them to safety.
The headlights panned the property again before leaving the crew in darkness,
save for the moon and a couple of flashlights. They moved indoors for the night.
Charleen w'ent to sleep praying that Keith would follow through with his word, and that
they would be rescued before the end of the week.
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OXFORD. MiSS.

- I slid my card into the door, entered the dark living room and slipped

into the bedroom.

cell phone in hand. Once inside the seclusion of my tiny room \n the

ihiee-bcdroom apartment, I dialed the .same numbers I had been dialing all day. It Itad
been more than 24 hours since I had spoken to my father, hut I knew that he was the best
chance ol reaching anyone dow n there. That annoying needling that is a busy signal was
all that

rang in my ear. 1 te.xt messaged both parents' cell phones again, though I doubted

either one ol them w oidd e\ en know how to respond. A commotion outside the door
loused me Irom the bed and Irom the news on the tele\ ision.
Outside, Patrick and I investigated the noises in an effort to keep things quiet for
our w'oriisome guests. Our neighbor, a pretty blonde from the Mississippi coast, was
outside her apartment talking about the storm. Her parents li\ed not far from the w’ater in
Pass C hristian. Miss., and she hadn't vet received word of their whereabouts. I shared
licr 1

eelings. although her emotions had been slightly moistened by a tinge ot alcohol to

sooth the anxiety. We stood outside for 15 minutes, talking about the possibilities, trying
to coin ince her that everything was fine. Her parents must have left, and losing a house
is nothing more than material. It's amaziim w'hat someone in the same situation can say
just to convince them of something 1 couldn't even believe myself. I stepped away from
the conversation and. with a hopeless finger, pressed the redial button on my cell phone.
And to my surprise, it rang.

NEW ORLEANS - Lying on a cot, in nothing but his boxers and an undershirt, was
Floyd. Sweat drained from every pore on his body. The Louisiana August heat w'as
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doing all it could to dehydrate him. The air conditioners had to be sacrificed so the
generators ct)iild keep a tew necessary lights going and one ser\’ice elevator to help in the
evacuation of patients.
His mind filled with uncontrollable thoughts. He was not one to worry, even in
the worst ol situations. But his mind remained plagued at the moment. His mother and
his wile were in Bush, but he had no communication with them to know if they were
even dead or alive. He was safe where he was. although he knew bits and pieces of tlie
cunent situation in the city with evacuees and looters and survivors.
He laid there, restless. The heat was taking its toll. He needed water, but he
didn't have the motivation to consume. Wayne, one of his supervisors, and his wife had
moved into Floyd's office earlier that day, but they weren’t much company. He was
suddenly shaken from his daze by the ringing of his office phone. He stumbled over to
his desk.
■'Hello?” he answered.
“Dad?”
“Matt?”

Thank God, how are are?” his son asked.
“I'm fine,” Floyd responded. The two discussed the various situations.
“What I wouldn't give for a cold beer right now,” Floyd said, the sweat
continuing to drip. “I guess your mother’s all right.”
“I'm sure they’re fine. Dad,” Matt replied.
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"V\ c tried calling, but nothing will go through," he said, and his son echoed the
complaint. *‘l can't even tell them to dig a hole in the front yard to find a spring there so
they can at least Hush the toilet or maybe bathe. I wish they at least knew that."
“I'm sure they'll figure out e\erything they need," Matt said. “I'm more
concerned about Mom being stuck there with Aunt Pat." Floyd lost his ability to laugh
under the circumstances, but he knew the relationship between his wife and his older
sister wasn't the best.
“Well your mother has an ability to withstand a lot, so I'm sure she won’t put up
with anything she doesn't want to."
“Of course," his son replied.
“Matt, I'm really glad you called," Floyd admitted. It's not easy here right
now.”
“Well it’s just good to hear from you. Dad. I’ll do what I can to get in touch
tomorrow. Take care of yourself.”
“All right, good night, son," Floyd said.
“Bye, Dad.'’
Floyd hung up the phone and, despite the heat, gave into his tired mind and body
for Just a few' hours of sleep.
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Chapter Six
Wednesday. August dl. 2005
OXFORD, Miss. - My cell phone finally rang on Wednesday morning, after two days of
silence. Sometime just before 7 a.m.. Keith called to inform me that he found the women
m Bush. La. Everyone was OK. but they were running out of water and supplies, and
they were essentially trapped.
Now Keith has been known to stniggle with a drug problem. And Fve been on a
tishing boat in a rain storm with him enough to know that he panics at the first drop.
Nevertheless, I listened to his every w'ord through groggy ears. He mentioned the need
lor a chainsaw and a tractor to make a path for the cars. He also mentioned not having
the ability to purchase a chainsaw. I had a credit card and a bank account; I would have
done anything to get my family rescued. But Keith insisted he would find a way to take
care ot it, and that I was the first person he could get in contact with following his earlier
discovery. He continued to ramble, somewhat incoherently, but he eventually ended the
conversation with a promise to call back soon.
Looking back I’ll never understand why or even how I managed to attend class in
the very early days following Katrina. Yet I found myself sitting in the uninviting
coniines of Meek Hall every morning at 8 a.m., listening to pointless lectures after
lidding the initial questions about the whereabouts of my family and my home.

57

“1 hcv'rc alive.” That's all I knew, and that’s all I cared about for the moment.
But I knew it wasn't over.
I w alked o\ er to the Student Union after class to force myself to eat. I sat down at
an empty table, blinded by my surroundings. A familiar voice called my name,
resunecting me from thought.
“Hey Matt, come sit w ith us.'' said Patrick's girlfriend of more than a year. Sarah
was sitting at a long table w ith what I presumed to be many other pharmacy girls. I was a
little embanassed, but I accepted the invitation. As expected, the typical questions
tollowcd with a mix of curiosity and respect. I simply told them what I knew.
“We’ll keep them in our prayers,” Ashley, Sarah's roommate, said. I thanked
them and removed myself from the table. I had barely touched my chicken sandwich, but
my appetite shrank.
I returned to the office, as I had done every day, and watched photos stream
across the wire. More images of St. Bernard surfaced, mostly taken from the air. By
now it was clear that our house was submerged along with the rest of the parish.
I reached a breaking point. I left my desk, disgusted with the constant news
reports, and threw open the back door. I sat down near an air conditioning unit with my
back against a column. And I let the tears flow for the first time in a very long time. It s
something I didn’t do. But knowing the mounting situation, I finally gave in emotionally
for a few minutes. I recomposed myself, said a prayer and returned to some semblance of
my routine. I never knew that the worst was yet to come.
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BUSH, La. - Charlcen and the other five women watched with their dogs from the
caiport as Mr.Wliite, accompanied by his son and two other burly men, returned with a
tractor and other equipment. Mary found some gloves in the garage, and three of the
women became lumberjacks. All morning and into the afternoon they sawed limbs and
moved them aside. The men remo\ ed trees one by one. wrapping chains around the logs
and hauling them through the front of the yard witli tlie tractor. Other men used three
chainsaws to remove limbs and shorten logs for the tractor. One of the workers
approached Charleen and started talking.
“When we got the generator going, we picked up a TV signal for a little bit,'’ he
said. He \ oice quieted as he continued. “They said it might be at least two months
belore they get the electricity restored out this way.*'
Charleen immediately thought about Gogie. It was imperative to relocate
immediately with the lack of electricity and water, but two months without electricity for
an 80-year-old woman was impossible.
In removing debris from the patio area, the workers discovered a spring that
surfaced when one of the trees slammed to the Earth, leaving the ground soaked some
two days after to the storm. The men suggested lying branches down in the wet areas so
the vehicles would have traction when it was time to remove them.
Once the road was wide enough for cars to fit through, the men returned to their
house, refusing to move the cars in fear of them getting stuck in the mud. The women
were grateful and thanked them repeatedly as they exited toward the road.
Charleen walked over to the garage to use the make-shift bathroom. When Gogie
had a heart attack nearly a decade earlier, she was forced for several weeks to use one of

59

1 sl id my caixi into the door, entered the dark living room and slipped
oil phone in hand. Once inside th e seelusion of my tiny room in the
■imont. 1 dialed the same minihers I had been dialing all day. It had
iioiirs sin^-e I had spoken to my tather. but 1 kneu
an\ one dou n there.

● that he was the best

1 hat anno\ ino needling that i.s n

in. though I doubted
s again
text messageil both parents' eell phone: _
oiit> ide the door
wiHild e\ en knm\ hou to respond. A eoinmeti^’”^
oar.

; bed and Ircmi the iww\ s mi the telex ision.
keep

ynok and 1 in\e.stigate<-l the noises in an elhn’^

thing'' quiet for
i coast, w as

stS.

Our nei.ehhof. a pietty blonde from the

the water in

l af
ont talking ahcuit ,I,C storm. Her pmems livO
hef^’
‘-.s

.. and she hadn't

word of their'''

igh her enioticin> had been slighu^. moistened

,|,ot.ts 1 tthttred

, of aleohol to
tin^^"
"

^.^ihilitie-'^- trying

W'c stood ontsiile lor l-'i niinut '-'A talking abcHit

- hng a house
i los

h e\ er>thine was l‘'t'" Jder parents must hav^^’

sitna

●i/ing what
'"'nieone in tb^'
in material. |t's aiit'
'

- r

Stepp

1 e:OLildn't even heUev e m>●self
mi ot ''‘^■'iiiething
,
,d. w ith a hopele-

tion can say

ed away from

iTiy

^.^11 phone.

imgei. pre,s.sed ihe redial

. It rang.

L

[.ying Oil a col-

iP

:d fr^nn ex erv P^'^

-0

,iothing but hi

boxers aP^^

I ah

ia P^‘ '
"'""Hv. TheLotitsi-

04

diirtlef"
;f

peat

was
vvas

those plastic portable toilets that one would place a bag or a bucket underneath. Running
low on \v ater, Charleen placed the toilet in the garage, along with a bucket containing a
small amount of \\ ater. Ne.\t to the toilet was a small plastic box containing a few rolls
ot toilet paper. They e\ en had a sky light by way of a missing sheet of aluminum on the
roof.
The rule u as that No. 1 could stay, since they were short on water anyway, but
the person excreting No. 2 was responsible for tossing the matter into the neighbor’s
yard.
.Autumn designed a sign for the new bathroom using a paper plate that said
“Vacant” on one side and “Occupied” on the other.
“What's vacant mean ?” she had asked her aunt Charleen. But before she could
respond, Gogie told her the sign was a waste of her paper plates.
Charleen soon emerged from the garage bathroom with a discovery: an old grill
with charcoal and lighter Ouid.
“Hey. look what 1 found,” she told the others. “Floyd must’ve put this in there
years ago after we went camping on the Bogue Chitto. We can make hamburgers.” The
charcoal, despite its age, burned perfect. Only four patties could fit at a time, but under
the circumstances, ihev were delicious.
Not long after the late lunch, Keith returned from Baton Rouge, a shiny new
chainsaw in hand.
“That's nice, Keith,” Charleen started, “but we just need to move the cars outta
here now. Mr. White and some other men helped clear the trees with his tractor.” Keith
simply nodded and returned the chainsaw to the back of his SUV.
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Kcilh volunteered to chauffer the ears out through the moist, make-shift path.
One at a time, he carefully dro\ e through the branches and parked all but Gogie's car on
the road. Only Pat's ancient, gas-guzzling Lincoln tank got stuck in the mud,though only
for a moment.
“I got in touch with Matt and Melissa," Keith reported. “They know y'all are
alive."
“Good," Charleen and Marv said in unison.
"In fact. Melissa bought the chainsaw' ‘cause my credit cards were denied," he

said. "I'll pay her back though."
"Where did you get a cell phone signal?" Mary asked.
"In Baton Rouge."
"What's Baton Rouge like?" Charleen nervously asked.
"Oh, Baton Rouge is fine." he replied,

I mean, there are more people and traffic

is bad, but everything seems to be working there. But our cell phones didn t work until
we got there."
Charleen quickly plotted in her mind an escape to Baton Rouge tomorrow for
supplies, and possibly relocating to a safer destination. It was imperative to communicate
w ith several people, but it was too late in the evening to make the trip to Baton Rouge,
especially along such damaged roads.
"Are you goin’ back to Baton Rouge tonight?” Charleen asked, possibly thinking
ol heading that w ay sooner rather than later.
"No, we got in touch with Tiffany's dad, so we’re heading to Birmingham
tomoiTow ," he responded.
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“Maybe Mama should go with us.” Anne. Gogie’s oldest daughter, suggested.
“riiai's probably a good idea, ‘cause she can’t stay here and we’ll need to leave
before long loo," Chaiicen said.
“.And it w e go to the camp, we’ll never be able to all fit comfortably,” Mary said.
Charleen had torgoiien about the camp in Meadville, Miss. It wasn't far away and it
w ould surely have electricity restored if it even ever lost it. In her owm mind, the plan
was now decided.
“You need to take Gogie with you,” Charleen firmly told Keith.
“We can do that.” he said. He then departed for his wife’s mother’s house in
Bogalusa. La. His own Bogalusa home was unlivable following the storm.
Charleen walked into the house to find Autumn in the ice chest of drinking water.
washing the mud off her clogs. Charleen reamed her first for mining their survival water.
Then her mother yelled her to tears again. In the process, one of Gina’s pugs came in the
house, carrying with it

foul smell. It didn’t take the women long to realize the dog had

been rolling in a pile of dog mess.
Coupled with the heat and the overall irritation of the situation, Gina, Mary and
Charleen decided some exploration might calm them down. They climbed over the
bridge again and drove the WTiite’s car down a debris-ridden Highway 40.
Just down the road w'as the Fifth Ward Elementary School, which doubled as a
Red Cross shelter during hunicanes."” Hoping to find food and supplies at the shelter,
the trio of explorers discovered something different.

20
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The\' toiind shelter with no food, no ice and no water. Sleeping on the ground
w ere more than 100 e\ aciiees who suddenly found themselves homeless and in need of
help that was nonexistent. In anger they drove back home and took turns using the
White's shower again.

NEW ORLE.-\NS - With the hospital now completely surrounded by water, Floyd and
his plant operations coworkers gathered in the parking garage sometime before 8 p.m.
Administrator Rene Goux opened the meeting.
"Does anyone have any firearms?" Goux asked. Floyd looked around as not a
single worker so much as nudged their hand. They knew good and w'ell that firearms
w^ere not allowed on the premises.
"No, no, no," Goux said, gesturing his hand upward, I have a gun. We need
help, and we're gonna let y'all carry guns."
The crowd exchanged glances, and a few mumbled. Goux continued.
"We need 20 volunteers. Two-man teams.”
Without hesitation, Floyd stepped forward to pair off with Brian, also known

as

Big Boy. Back on the fifth floor, Floyd armed himself and Big Boy each with a revolver.
They then moved to protect the emergency room ramp entrance. An uncomfortable
feeling crept through Floyd’s mind as he and Big Boy patrolled the entrance for a little
more than an hour. The feeling only worsened when another administrator approached
the untrained team.
"Are you armed?" the administrator asked.
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"Yes. Fm armed," Floyd answered.
“W'cll I need you to go to the Clara entrance because I have no one there.”
Flo> d obeyed, suddenly becoming a one-man team protecting another entrance.
Once there, he tound nurses caring for patients as they staged for evacuation. All of this
was accomplished by Oashlight in the homfic heat. One particular nurse visited Floyd at
the entrance, taking a break to save herself from the exhaustion rendered by tlie situation.
By now the two hospital generators had experienced mechanical failure, well before any
of the diesel fuel w as used.
In the darkness, a man approached Floyd's entrance in a boat.
"I have two elderly folks at my house," the man began. “I want to get them to
safety here at the hospital."
“No sir," Floyd replied. “The only thing we can accept are babies. We're in the
process of evacuating. We have no water, no electricity, nothing to offer."
The man's agitation continued as he pushed the issue only to hear Floyd deny
him. Floyd was soon joined by two in-house security leaders who reiterated to the man
everything Floyd told him. After much pushing, tlie man left the entrance uttering a few
unsavory words.
Earlier that day, Floyd and some of his coworkers had watched another worker
named Daniel work one of the boats, evacuating people to dry land. He looked like
Rambo wdth his red bandana above his sweaty face and in his sleeveless shirt. On one of
his excursions to round up boats and drop people off, he came across a man who
threatened him if he didn't help. On the return trip, after having told the man that he
couldn't help, Daniel was attacked and somehow injured his leg. He told a coworker to
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lake his dog or pul it to sleep. Then he abmptly climbed aboard an evacuation helicopter
to safely.
FloN'd continued his duty that night, even going as far as to help witli the nurses,
until sometime after 1 a.m., when he then returned to his office looking as though he was
hit with the contents of a five-gallon bucket of water.
Once in his office, his phone began ringing again.
“Hello." he said through his sleepiness.
“Hey, Dad." It was his son again. They discussed some of the developments of
the day.
“I already figured out Christmas," Floyd said, thinking ahead. “We’ll go to
Chicago and see your sister this year."
“Fm sure that'll work out fine," his son replied. “It’s a good idea"
“Matt, I was talking to Paul yesterday when I realized something. I always
wanted a little bigger house, but I never felt like we were bad off by any means. The
truth is. we w'ere living like millionaires and didn't even know it."
“We'll bounce back. Dad," Matt replied.
“Son, you don’t know how much it means to talk to you and Melissa right now.
Y'all keep my spirits up here.”
“Anything for ya. Dad," Matt said. “I’ll have a case of beer waitin’ for you if you
have to get up here at some point. Take care of yourself ‘til then.”
“I will, g'night. Matt."
“Bye, Dad.”

Floyd soon found out the extent of his situation at the hospital.
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Chapter Seven
Thursday. September /. 2005
BUSH. La. - Ai the first hint of daylight, Abbie and Roux woke Charleen. For the first
time in three days, she woke w ith a glimmer of hope rather tlian emptiness in the pit of
her stomach. She fed the dogs what little of their food remained and readied herself for
the drive. Late the night before the w'omen decided to take Charleen's car to Baton
Rouge today because it used the least amount of fuel, and gas was a commodity
according to Keith.
Someone had to stay w ith Gogie and the nine dogs. Mary volunteered to stay
behind while Gina and Autumn would accompany Charleen.
Charleen carefully guided her compact car through unrecognizable roads. A
smoldering house sat in near ashes not far down Highway 21 toward Covington. Trees
were downed everywhere on either side of the road. Some were partially blocking the
highways in and around Bush. Pine needles constantly cracked under the tires. She
rolled over thick phone lines with the metal bolts attached to the ends. A flat tire seemed
inevitable.
The usual 30-minute drive into Covington took nearly an hour with the debris.
Once in Covington, they found a deserted town. Baton Rouge lay some 45 minutes down
Interstate 12. There the three women found a capital of wild people, partially insane
from the disaster and unsure of the next step.
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Bui Charleen knew her next step: gas. She directed her Chevy into the first
operating station in Baton Rouge. Shifting the gear into park, Charleen glanced at her
charging cell phone to find a signal for the first time in three days. Her eyes lit up and
she looked at Gina, u ho immediately began trying to get in touch with her own husband.
C harleen grabbed the cell phone, put it in her pocket and pumped her car full of gas. The
pump seemed to lake fore\ er. and Charleen refused to use her cell phone until tlie car was
lull and she could move her car to make room for the increasing line. Finally it topped.
She quickly found a parking spot and dialed her son’s phone number, praying that he
would answer...

OXFORD. Miss. - I sat through another pointless photojournalism lecture at 8 a.m.,
in itated over the lack of the sleep and the fmstration of not hearing from my Mom yet.
Word that she w'as fine was one thing, but I wanted to hear it in person. I returned to the
office to check up on a few newspaper duties. The television continued to spew the
images that lodged into everyone's brain during that week: countless victims at the
Louisiana Superdome and the Convention Center with no food or water, people trapped
on roottops waiting for rescue by helicopter, water pouring through breached levees
while w orkers tried to drop sandbags by helicopter to plug the leak. Nightmare just
didn't seem like a strong enough word anymore. Nightmares go away; this problem only
got worse.
Downtrodden and woiried, I headed for home with my school bag over my
shoulder.
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I \\ as Just about to cross Fraternity Row toward the parking lot when my cell
phone rang unexpectedly, because it hadn't rung much in the previous three days. A
joy lul sight appeared on the LCD in the fomi of “Mama’s Cell.” I fumbled for the
“Connect" button.
“Hello?" 1 answered. “Mom!"
“Matt!” she replied.
“Oh thank God, how arc ya ?” 1 asked witli relief,
“We're all fine," she said as the tears started flowing on her end. My mother's
tears are about the only thing that can make me cry, and so I did. Right there on
Fraternity Row in the middle of the street I started tearing up just a little, forever thankful
for the woman on the other end of the line.
“We've been w'oiried, and Keith called yesterday,” I said as fast as I could. “And
1 talked to Dad last night, he's fine. Hot and tired, but he’s fine.”
“Thank God.” Mom cried. I eventually stopped somewhere on the route to
concentrate on her words regardless of who around could see or hear me.

We’re in

Baton Rouge. We’re gonna buy supplies, spend the night at Gogie s and head to Nick s
camp tomorrow."
“Are you sure you don't want to come up here, you might be more comfortable?
I offered.
“No, I think it’ll be closer and we’ll be safe in Meadville with the dogs and the
people.” she answered.
“That’s fine,” I responded. I didn’t care. Her safety was all that concerned me.
“How well did the house hold up there?”
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‘it didn't even creak. A tree clipped the edge by the front porch, but Td hardly
call it daniaee."
"Wow. that's good," I said, wiping the last of the tears from my eyes.
"Have you heard anything about Matty?" she asked.
"No, why would I? Where is he?"
"He stayed in Violet for the storm," she said. “Mary’s worried sick, but I’m
gonna try calling Nick and Melissa next.
"Good,just keep in touch."
"I will," she said. "Keep praying. I'll talk to you tomorrow.
"It's great to hear from you. Mom." I said. “Talk to you tomorrow.
"All right, love you."
"Love you too, bye."
"Bye."
And that ended one of the most Joyous phone calls I ever received. But my
elation was short-lived.

baton rouge. La,- Charleen breathed a little easier knowing that her son and
daughter were safe and sound hundreds of miles away. She dialed her brother Nick’s
number, but he never answ'ered after four rings. The trio then bought cold cuts, bread and
milk at the O'Neal Lane Wal-Mart before finding a line of more than 50 people at a
nearby Wendy's. A lack of options forced them to wait in line at the fast food Joint.
Charleen stayed near the car and tried Nick’s phone again.
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He tinally answered and updated Charleen with as much news as possible. Marty
was ali\ e and well at the hospital with his wife Danielle, and the hunting camp was
livable tor the ladies. He explained the directions to get tliere as best he could. But
Charleen s good news was soon squashed when Nick infomied her that Floyd would
soon be moved trom Baptist Hospital. He didn't know Floyd's destination. Charleen
thanked him and hung up the phone.
A well-dressed man in a car with his family approached Charleen as she headed
for the restaurant.
'Tm on my way to teach at Loyola University,” the man said. “The hotel we
were staying at made us leave. 1 don't know where I’m at, I have no money, no food and
1 don t know \\ here to take my family. Can you tell me who I can talk to?”
*T have no idea." Charleen said, half out of fear and half out of truth.
"Well where can I go?” the man pressed. “I have nowhere to go.”
“Head east to Florida," Charleen responded. “Less people went that way than
north or to Texas. You'll be able to get gas and find a place to stay until this clears up.’
“Thank you. we'll try to head east and find shelter,” he said gratefully. Charleen
tensed up, nervous despite the docile nature of die gentleman. Her tension returned just
seconds later when a black man pulled up next to her. Hanging from his rearview mirror
w as an empty holster save for a row of bullets.
“Ma'am." he started, “I need money. I've lost everything I own and I need gas.”
Charleen began quivering a little as she tried to hide her fear.
“I have no money either,” .she said. “I just lost everything I own, too. I wish I
could help you." She started to move along to the Wendy's line, but she stopped with her
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tear, lurncd back to the man and said. “There's plenty churches in Baton Rouge. Find a
church, and they'll help you. There's plenty Red Cross shelters too. I'm sure they’ll
house you or gi\ e you something."
The man gratefully nodded and returned to his car. Charleen waited near the
entrance lor Gina and Autumn to complete the hour and a half food order.
“Let's get OLitta here." Charleen said. And they started the drive back to Bush for
one more eveniim.

NEW ORLEANS - An early morning staff meeting revealed that a rescue operation was
not on the \\ ay. A doctor and a staff worker left in a boat to scout the area for an
evacuation route by boat to dry land."*
At about 1:30 p.m.. w ith little to no direction, Floyd and some of his coworkers
boarded a boat being towed by Eric, a plant operations supervisor. The scout boat earlier
found a dry evacuation route down Napoleon Ave. not far from famous St. Charles Ave.
In preparation for the evacuation, the workers hid their firearms in offices under the
impression that they could end up anywhere between Baton Rouge and Houston.
The boat took them as far as possible before forcing the workers to wade through
knee-deep water to St. Charles Ave. Several promised buses were not available.
Stranded. Floyd watched as the chaos ensued.

l>. Richard E. Deichmann. M.D. was the chief of medicine at Baptist Hospital (Memorial Medical
(enter). His memoir serves as a timeline for some of the events at the hospital.
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Some ol tlie muses attempted to coordinate the patients to prepare them for
transportation. One nurse, caring for her elderly parents and an aunt and uncle, was near
hysteria when her lather, an Alzheimer's patient, disappeared.
Floyd sat down on an abandoned grocery caii on the neutral ground to shrink the
contents ol his bag. The military personnel present infonned him that he and his workers
vs oilId be allovs ed no more than a small bag about the size of a toaster. He changed into
his only pair ol dry shoes, and he left .several articles of clothing in the middle of the
street.
The workers and some of their spouses finally boarded a New Orleans Police
Department v an that dropped the crew off at the jimction of Interstate lO and Causeway
Boulevard, one of the busiest intersections in the metro area.
By Thursday the place had an unmistakable stench of urine. Thousands of people
lined up behind baiTicades in the eastbound lanes of I-IO, waiting for rescue.
“How do we get outta here?” Floyd confronted a soldier after a few hours at the
drop-off.
“Get under the overpass and you'll get a bus in no time,” he replied.
In two hours, two buses had airived to rescue the throng. And only two people
from the 50-member staff behind the banicade managed to make it on the bus: a nurse
with her 86-year-old father.
After several hours, the hospital group moved beyond the barricade to remove
itself from potential hostilities that appeared to be brewing with the amalgam of citizens.
Bottled w ater and MREs were available but a lack of proper bathroom facilities deteiTed
the group from eating.
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Gene, a cow orker and hunting buddy of Nick's, approached Floyd early that
cvcnini!.
“I just heard from Nick," he said. “Your wife's OK,
Floyd w as relie\ ed for the moment, but he knew his current situation would not
be easy.

OXFORD, Miss. - In less than 24 hours I had heard news from both Dad and Mom,
confirming that they were alive and well despite the disastrous conditions in southern
Louisiana. Hearing their voices gave me tlie exuberance to put in a full night’s work at
the newspaper, a job my assistant DaiTell took charge of since Monday.
Earlier that evening, I attended a prayer service in the Grove for the victims of the
hurricane. Father Joe from the Catholic Church approached me.
"Hey Matt, have you heard from your folks yet?” he asked solemnly. He knew I
was from New Orleans, and I imagine word had reached him that I, along with many
other students, was struggling to make contact with loved ones.
“I heard from my mother this morning,” I replied with a smile. “But I’m still
waiting for Dad to reach safety. He’s still at the hospital as far as I know.” I thanked him
for his prayers and found a seat for the service.
I left the office later that night and walked to my car in darkness, exhausted but
content. I continued all evening alternating phone calls between Dad’s office and several
of Uncle Nick’s numbers. It got to a point that I expected nothing more than a busy
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signal it even ihai much. When Uncle Nick finally answered one of his phones, it took
me a second to realize who I even called.
“Hello.’” Nick asked.
“Uncle Nick?” came my delayed response.
“Hey Matt, hang on,” he said before conversing with someone either in his office
or on another phone. After a few minutes he returned to the phone.
“How are y'all?” I asked, attempting to steer my cai' out of the parking lot.
“We're fine here.”
“Wlio's there with you? Wliere's Marty?"
“Many's right here, somehow made it to the hospital. But that’s a story for
another day." He didn't sound too happy about whatever means Marty and his wife
found their way to safety.
“Good,” I said, finding myself somehow lost in one of the empty parking lots near
the basketball coliseum. “Any word on Dad?”
“Matt, listen to me.” he started slowly, He’s on I-10 and Causeway.” My heart
pounded and my foot punched the brake. 1 had watched in the recent days of the
developing story of the staging area at I-10 and Causeway. It was a dirty area receiving
very little help and no real rescue. Thousands of agitated people stood among each other
like it was Mardi Gras, but no parade of rescue was on the way.
“Oh God.” I said. “Is he armed?
“No.” Nick said.

He’s protected by National Guardsman down there though. He

should be fine.” I offered silence as a response.
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**Hc should board a bus sometime tonight, but he could end up anywhere.
Houston. Lafayette, Baton Rouge. No telling."
“Lll go get him," I broke my silence. “I don’t care how far."
“Well,just watch your gas and your roads ‘cause a lot of it’s closed and still a big
mess,” he said in as calming a voice as I've ever heard from him.
Angry and shocked. I hung up the phone and managed to find my way out of the
parking lot. Once at my apartment, I stared blankly at the television and coarsely told
Patrick and his dad the news. My eyes never left the television or the computer screen.
I called my sister and told her the news.
“1 knew he was there." she said on the brink of hysteria. “I recognized the name
of one ol the nurses he works with being interviewed on CNN." Sure enough, a very
familiar name was on the screen giving reporters their first glimpse of the hoiTors at
Baptist Hospital. I did my best to calm Melissa, but I could barely stay calm myself. I
sat in my living room, shocked and rattled.

BUSH, La.- Once back at Gogie’s house, the traveling trio greeted the women who
stayed behind with food from Wendy’s, including Charleen’s portion that she was unable
to eat after being scared by the two men in the parking lot.
Mary stared down Charleen as she walked down the make-shift driveway.
Charleen mustered a smile and started nodding.
“Mary, they’re fine, they’re all fine," she said. “Marty’s at the hospital with Nick
and Desiree."
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Mary smiled and cried, hugging Chaiieen and rejoicing because of the good news.
Charleen u as happy for her, but she kept her emotions to herself about Floyd. She didn t
want Floyd's mother to know that they couldn't locate her son at tliat moment.
Not long after Chaiieen returned, Keith came back on his way to Birmingham.
Alter much fighting and convincing, Gogie reluctantly left with her nephew and oldest
daughter, leaving the younger women to clean up her home before they departed.
Autumn and Chaiieen cleaned out the refrigerator, as the freezer was beginning to defrost
and would spoil the remaining food in a matter of days. The other women cleared more
branches, hung up any wet articles of clotliing and repacked the cars for the morning s
Journey.

OXFORD, Miss. — Later that night, Patrick sat at my computer panning over AP photos
trom New' Orleans. I sat on my bed, expressionless, intrigued only by the news. CNN
had reporters in Houston gathering information from refugees who had recently arrived
by bus.
A young black woman and an elderly man stood on camera with the reporter, who
quickly inquired of their situation. The man’s response was inaudible, so the reporter
quickly turned to the other witness. The woman proceeded to complain that she was
given nothing but crackers and water, and her treatment was not up to her standaids.
1 lost it.
I started yelling every foul word that came to mind. I couldn t stand to watch
some ungrateful evacuee complain about crackers and water when I knew my father was
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stranded probably in the same area she had left. I would’ve given anything to get my
Dad w ater and crackers and a ride to Houston.
“Calm down,’* Patrick advised. “She doesn't know any better.
It wasn't about race or social class or any other determinate. This situation was
about surviv al, colorblind and devoid of all measurements of society. She had sm^^ived,
but I could only wonder about Dad.
I pulsed back to a nomial blood pressure, and sat there until the sun forced my
weary eyes aw ake for another dreaded day.
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Chapter Eight
Friday, September 2. 2005
METAIRIE, La. - Floyd and Allen, an electrician at the hospital, shared a cot on I-IO at
the intersection ol Causeway Blvd. The hospital crew had been positioned there for more
than 12 hours, and patience was wearing thin. The promised rescue had not yet arrived.
Floyd sat motionless. He stood in line at the portalets earlier in the night, but he
started gagging by the time he reached fourth in line. His bowels would have to wait.
Now he sat still, trying not to think about his stomach.
Floyd listened closely as his direct supervisor, Wayne Hill, whispered “Come
here” in Allen's ear. Allen followed Wayne, and after a quick conversation, he grabbed
his bag and his wife and returned to Hill’s side. Several other coworkers started
gathering there as well, appearing prepared to leave. That left Floyd and five coworkers
now separated from the other group.
“Hang on. I'm gonna go see what’s going on,” an irritated Floyd said to no one in
particular. He walked right up to Hill and looked him in the eye.
“W'hat's goin’ on?’’ he asked.
“A truck's cornin’,’’ Hill responded. “It can haul 12 people. They’re only gonna
make two trips, and it’s goin’ to LaPlace." He then walked away.
Floyd and his five coworkers were soon left behind by the tmek, forced to fend
lor themselves with no help from the company.
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The 50 had dwindled to six. And the six remained irate and not rescued.
With the hospital crew diminished and the sun rising, the survivors decided to
a\ oid hostility and relocate to the west side of the Causeway overpass, where the crowd
tapered to nothing. They hoped buses would arrive from tliat direction, making for a
quicker rescue.
Two members from Methodist Hospital joined the Baptist crew. Together the
eight stayed together at the end of the line.
Not long after the relocation, a stranger approached the two Methodist workers,
who retained their medical badges and hospital apparel. A conversation ensued.
“I can take about eight people to Baton Rouge,” the stranger eventually told the
man and nurse. Floyd quickly intervened.
“Do ya have one of these 18-wiieelers here?” Floyd asked, motioning to the tmeks
parked on the side of the interstate.
“No, I have a Suburban nearby,” the man responded.
“Mister, don’t move,” Floyd said with his hands raised in a halting motion. He
walked over to Big Boy and said, “Brian, I can get us a ride right now. Eight of us to
Baton Rouge.”
“What?” Big Boy asked, stunned by the news.
“Come here,” Floyd motioned. Big Boy made his way over, and the man quickly
reiterated the news to him.
“Mister, don’t move,” Big Boy said, his amis also raised. The group of eight
quickly made their mind to take this man’s offer.
“All right then.” the stranger told the group. “Walk slowly and separate. We
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u anna make ii look like we're not goin' anywhere.”
The eight survivors heeded the advice, nonchalantly gathering their bags and
separately u alking down the interstate and back across the barricades. The group
squeezed into the Suburban, and the man took off for the only clear route to Baton
Rouge.
"Under the seat there's an AR-15 and a SKS,in case we need ‘em,” the stranger
turned rescuer announced. No one minded; protection seemed appropriate with the state
of things.
Almost to Baton Rouge, one of the worker's cell phone picked up a signal. Floyd
eventually had the man's attention and asked him to dial the only number he could
remember...

OXFORD. Miss. - A nearly sleepless night gave way to morning. My emotions were
running high after the previous evening watching the news report from the same location
where my father spent the night in filthy conditions. Somehow I forced myself to make
the trek to Lester Hall for my 8 a.m.journalism class. I was awake, waiting for news. I
might as well be in class, I thought.
1 hadn’t shaved, and Tm not sure I had even showered recently. The mix of great
and terrible news of yesterday left me Jagged and anxious for more. I ignored Dr.
Wickham's lecture, choosing rather to hide behind the computer and formulate plans
when news from Dad finally aiTived. The vibration in my pocket startled me back to

80

reality. Glancing at the phone. I found an unfamiliar 504 area code calling. I ran out of
the classroom and answered immediately.
"Hello?!"
"Hi. this is Eddy." said a stranger's voice. “Your Dad is right here, hang on.
"Hey. Matt?" Dad said.
"Dad, are you OK?" I asked and waited impatiently.
"Yeah. I'm fine," he said as a wave of relief wa.shed over me.
"Do you need me to come get you wherever you are?” I offered.
"No, I'm on my way to Baton Rouge right now. Where’s your mother?” he
asked.
"She's on her way to Meadville as far as I know. I haven’t heard from her since
yesterday."
“OK. well I'll try to get in touch with her,” he said. “I'll call you back when I
can. What's her number?"
Throughout the morning I talked back and forth, trying to get in touch with Mom
and him. But it didn’t matter really. They were both safe now, away from the disaster,
away from danger.
I went back to my apartment that afternoon. Exhaustion overcame me finally, and
I slept tor hours on the futon in the living room.
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PORT ALLEN, La.- The Suburban pulled into the parking lot of a Shoney’s in Port
Allen, a tow n on the outskirts of Baton Rouge. The group stumbled from the vehicle and
immediately gathered money for the rescuer. They even offered to buy him breakfast.
Tw o men came out of the restaurant and walked up to the group.
“Y'all just got here?” one of them inquired. “Be amied and be cautious. It’s
crazy.
The group nodded in unison and thanked the departing strangers for the advice.
Together the hospital group sat and ate the first hearty meal in nearly a week.
Floyd made plans to travel with Big Boy and his wife Pam to Ville Platte, La. for
the evening. They offered to drive Floyd to meet Charleen on the next day. The longest,
most arduous night of his life was soon to be over.

MEADVILLE, Miss. - Four cars pulled up to the tiny trailer, followed closely by four
loud sighs of relief.
The surviving women from Bush, La. finally arrived safely and with little trouble
at Nick's hunting camp. Jimmy, a hunting buddy, turned on the air conditioner and
prepared the trailer for the women. Trailer or not, it was the closest semblance to modem
living the ladies had seen in days.
Along the drive, Charleen spoke to her husband by phone for the first time in a
week. She finally received word that he was safe in Baton Rouge, and that he would call
her later to setup a rendezvous.
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Once ai ihe camp, the women found that only Charleen’s cell phone worked. And
they had to stand on a tree stump near the road. Every time a caller moved off the stump,
the signal disappeared and the call was soon dropped. But standing on that stump, the
signal was clear.
Charleen later heard from Floyd and made plans to retrieve him in Natchez, Miss,
on Saturday morning.
The w omen w ent to bed that night, e.xhausted but thrilled to be in an airconditioned facility, regardless of where or what it was.
'I'^ ¥

On Saturday morning. Charleen drove to Natchez to rendezvous with Floyd.
Because the Mcadville gas stations were all still closed, she had to risk her shrinking tank
of gas on open stations in Natchez. She finally found a working station at the Wal-Mart,
which contained a long, snaking line through the parking lot.
Big Boy gladly drove Floyd from Ville Platte to Natchez, but communication
w'ith Charleen w'as difficult because cell phone service was intermittent at best.
Meanw'hile, Nick sat in his office at Oschner Hospital with the ability to
communicate w'ith both.
“Fm in line to get gas at the Wal-Mart,” Charleen told Nick. Nick put down his
land line and picked up his cell phone to tell Floyd. Big Boy said he knew where the
Wal-Mart was and headed that way.
●●WTiere at the Wal-Mart is she?” Floyd asked. Nick switched phones again to get
the answer from Charleen.
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“She’s all the way to the right,” Nick reported. Floyd and Big Boy continued
searching the line.
“There she is!” Floyd said, hanging up the phone. Chai'leen, her face lighting up
with emotion, did the same.
“I guess they found each other,” Nick mumbled to himself.
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Part II - The Aftermath
Chapter Nine
The Movement West
Two hours from New Orleans, in the quiet hills of Meadville, Miss., Floyd and
Charleen woke to the sounds of each other and their barking dogs. The disaster that
played out in the previous w'eek had surrendered, at least for them, to quiet apathy. They
lived with a new appreciation for the life they once had and a reluctant acceptance for the
lite they would have to lead now.
By Saturday, work was pushing Charleen to report to San Antonio. But Charleen
wasn t ready to leave. She w'anted more options.
“We don't have any place to go,” Floyd told her on Monday. “Our house is
underwater, there’s no telling how long it’ll be underwater. I don’t have a job. I think
we should go to San Antone. If it don’t work out, we’ll go to Plan B. We have no other
choice."
Silence.
The couple packed what little they had and headed for San Antonio on
Wednesday morning.
“We're a family,” Charleen explained to Matt by phone from somewhere outside
Lake Charles, La. when he inquired about the dogs. “We’re all moving to San Antonio.”
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She and Floyd spent the night in Houston and completed the trip to a downtown
San Antonio hotel on Thursday. There they stayed for nearly two weeks before finding
more permanent housing in an apartment 20 minutes from downtown.
They started off
their life together in an apartment, and now they had to revert to that style at least for the
time being.

Goodwill in San Antonio

On the second night in San Antonio, Floyd and Charleen met with another couple
trom her office. The four toured downtown, walking along the river, exchanging
hurricane stories before dinner.
A woman followed the group down the river and eventually approached Charleen.
“Hi,” she offered. I couldn’t help but overhear you back there. I’m so sorry for
your loss, but I want to hear all about it.”
Charleen just stared in disbelief. It wasn’t uncommon for people to be friendly
where she came from, but it was rare for a person to admit eavesdropping. All she could
muster at the moment was a greeting.
“My son and my husband both work for the core of engineers, so we’re familiar
with the situation down there,” the woman said.
Charleen and Floyd managed to tell them their poignant story of the previous
week.
“You look about my size,” the woman said. “Let me send you some clothes.”

■■ Though often called the "core of engineers." it’s likely a colloquialism of Army Corps of Engineers, the
gox ernment group responsible for constructing the levees around Neu' Orleans.
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Less than two weeks later, a package from Diane arrived at the hotel containing
pajamas, a bath robe, shirts, pants, gardening gloves and some Mary Kay products.
Another package arrived around Christmas with a light jacket, a sweater and two pairs of
shoes. A third package an'ivcd after the New Year.
Diane did e\ er\thing she could to help a couple in need. She still keeps in touch
with Charleen through e-mail, alw'ays wondering about tlie family’s progress.

Late on a Sunday night w’hile they were still at the hotel, Floyd and Charleen
walked the dogs behind the hotel. Two black security guards approached the couple,
“Hi folks," one officer greeted them. A conversation ensued that eventually led to
the topic of Katrina.
“Well my name’s Archie," the first officer said while getting out a pen and piece
of paper. “I’m a constable here, and this here’s Bob." He wrote down their names and
phone numbers.
“Look," he continued,"I want to take y’all to dinner at Luby’s. It s a good
cafeteria here in town. Afterwards you and those dogs can come over and go swimming
in our pool. I expect to hear from you."
Forever grateful, Charleen and Floyd accepted the piece of paper, though they
never had the opportunity to take Archie and Bob up on their offer.

Charleen and Floyd sat in a Backyard Burger in San Antonio not long after
mo\ ing in their new apartment. Standing in line trying to decide. Floyd mentioned
something to his wdfe about Katrina. Concerned, the worker behind the counter inquired
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about the storm.
He seemed limited, but he also appeared desperate to help them. Ringing up the
order, he upgraded the drink size for free. Small difference, but it had a huge meaning.
During the meal, he approached the couple and gave them cards for a few free meals.
En ery little bit helped to ease the pain.

Charleen and Floyd went to a nearby mall in San Antonio to change cell phone
serv

ice plans. Uninterested, Floyd looked to wander the stores.
“Here." Charleen said, handing him her watch, Take this to the jewelry store

over there and see if you can get the battery replaced." The watch had ceased working
during Charleen's nightmare in Bush after the stonn.
Floyd took the watch over to the jewelry shop and peered in the window. A lack
of jewelry in the cases and the temporary lighting were signs that the shop wasn’t open
yet, but he saw a small crowd of people inside so he opened the door.
“Looks like y’all not open yet," Floyd told the man behind the counter.
“Come on in," the man responded. “Maybe I can help anyway."
The damaged watch prompted another conversation about Katrina. A worker
took the watch to the back to begin assessing the damage. Turned out the man behind the
counter worked at a Canal Street jewelry store for several years, and he was quite familiar
with New Orleans. His sentiments remained with people like Floyd and Charleen.
1 he worker returned and announced that tlie watch would have to be left for
repair. Floyd thanked the man and departed.
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Sc\ oral days later. Charleen returned to pick up her watch. It looked brand new,
hav ing been polished and working normally again.
“Hov\ much do I owe you?’' Charleen asked.
“There's no charge." he replied. “This is my way of helping. And please call if
you need anything. You know, you should bring those two dogs over to my house, I have
a big yard for them to run in.

The stories of goodwill went above and beyond any expectations:
●

A Iriend of mine, Sylvia, told me that her parents demanded that my folks stay in
their spare living quarters in Jackson, Miss, if they needed a place to stay. Or if I
knew anyone else who needed a home in Jackson at the time, tlie spare facility
was open.

●

Harold Clark, a long-time friend of the family, gladly took on the tedious task of
repairing many of the guns Dad dug out of the house.

●

The Kieffer’s also offered a place in their home to my parents and also to me. I
took up their offer over Christmas and after the New Year.

●

Sarah, my roommate’s girlfriend, offered on New Year’s Day to get her family
and her church involved if my parents needed anything at all.

●

Kohl’s and J.C. Penny both offered a 20 percent discount on all items by just
showing a Louisiana driver’s license. Additionally, eateries such as Kentucky
Fried Chicken, Pizza Hut and Taco Bell offered free meals to Louisiana residents.

●

One anonymous football player in Charleen’s office left an envelope on every
staff member's desk. Each envelope contained several hundred dollars in cash.

89

●

The apanniem complex cut the rent for my parents. Also the rented furniture,
cable bill and telephone bill were all heavily discounted.

●

Macy's donated countless boxes of clothes to the New Orleans Saints staff
members affected by the storm. As a result, I received my own box of clothing
items from the office.

Casfiin> (he KUluey Stone
In mid-September, prior to Hurricane Rita’s impact on Louisiana, Floyd made his
fiist trip back to New Orleans with two other guys, spouses from his wife's office. Their
only stop past Houston was at a gas station outside Baton Rouge, La., where the trio
nearly left Floyd behind when he found himself in line behind a man playing the lottery.
The man bought what seemed like hundreds of dollars worth of lottery tickets and
scratch-oils, taking his sweet time holding up the line. Floyd buzzed out of the
convenient store and back to the road.
When the water finally receded in uptown New Orleans, Nick retrieved Floyd’s
truck Irom the parking garage. Despite the reports of break-ins and theft, the tmek and its
lew contents were unharmed.
Kelly, a foiTner co-worker with Floyd, called to infonn him that the hospital was
about to be, in his words, condemned. Standing in Floyd’s office, Kelly rooted around
lor guns and personal items that Floyd was planning on grabbing later that day with the
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hired cleanup crew.

At that point. Floyd lost it emotionally. The combination of the

e\ ents of the past three v\ eeks. coupled witJi the potential loss of what he left in his
otfice. lelt him empty. Losing everything else was bad enough. Losing the few items he
put forth etlort to save somehow’ set him off emotionally. Emotions aside. Floyd soon
heard that Kelly and Big Boy found most of the items Floyd hid in his office. St. Bernard
w as still drying out. making a trip to the house still off limits. The trio left for San
Antonio again.
On the outskirts of Kenner, La., Floyd felt a familiar, uncomfortable feeling. Not
lar down the road, the stinging pain hit him hard below the belt.
Kidney stones.
“Maybe I can make it to San Antonio,” Floyd thought, a half day’s drive from the
mid-Texas town. “Maybe I can make it to Lafayette,” he thought as another wave of pain
came over him. “Maybe I can make it to Baton Rouge.” Just outside of Baton Rouge
Floyd squirmed the tmck off an exit and took his Uncle’s advice: drink a beer,jump up
and down, and talk to God. It wasn’t necessai’ily in that order because Floyd had been
talking to God for about 30 miles.
Ignoring the confused look on Tippy’s face, he parked the tmck and ran to the gas
station bathroom. It was a sizeable bathroom, and, more importantly, it was empty. With
the pain only getting worse, Floyd, six feet tall, slightly overweight and out of shape,
jumped up and down for a half minute. But the pain remained.
He left the bathroom, grabbed a cold Miller Lite and headed for the check out
counter. Squirming in line, he found an old man buying lottery tickets.
’ Tenet hired a cleanup crev\ that consisted of workers below Floyd and also people who did not stay at the
hospital during the stxMm. Company policy in recent years was for workers to maintain the hospital in
order to preserve erne's job.
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Not again...'he thought. The man took his sweet time, but within a few
minutes, a second cashier opened her register to the growing line. Floyd took the
initiative and explained to the lady the situation, though she didn't seem to care.
W ithin 20 minutes of draining the beer, the pain subsided significantly, at least
enough to get Floyd to San Antonio if he needed a hospital.

The Lan^ua^e of Unemployment
In late September, Charleen forced Floyd to apply for unemployment benefits
since his company. Tenet, would cease all compensation within the next month. Floyd
Hied the appropriate papers through his bank and received word not long afterwards that
he would receive a debit card by October 21, or otherwise he should contact
unemployment services. The bank account grew, but the debit card never arrived.
Floyd sat on the sofa for hours hitting redial for unemployment services. No
answer. Ever.
Tippy s wife, Louise, who had been receiving unemployment until she was
rehired, suggested calling another number for an unemployment office in Louisiana.
Floyd dialed the given number, and after much hassle, spoke to Raymond, a
manager at the office near Opelousas, La. He took down Floyd’s information, though he
had trouble reading his own writing. He assured Floyd that an associate would call with
more news for him.
No one ever called from that office. And Floyd’s return phone calls were never
answered.
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B>’ Christmas. Floyd discovered anoilier number on one of the many statements
he d rccci\ ed. A tew thousand dollars in unemployment benefits were building, but he
had no w ay ot retrieving the funds. A computer answered this particular number and put
Floyd through countless prompts. Toward the end, when Floyd was losing what little
patience remained, the computer voice instmeted the caller to say the word “Help” for
assistance. Floyd yelled into the phone,“Help!”
Help came in the form of a foreign voice. Floyd fought through the
communication hairier to give the man his address. The worker assured him that a debit
card w ould airive in seven days, and if not,just to call back.
Nothing arrived in two weeks.
Floyd decided to try a different avenue. He went to the local branch of the bank
where the account w'as established. The bank teller understood the problem and said she
would phone the unemployment office. Floyd sat idly nearby until he heard the teller yell
into the phone, “Help!”
“Ma’am, Tve been through that already,” he told her. She continued to consult
the oltice over the phone, but they wouldn’t let her change anything because her name
w asn t on the account. Floyd took over the phone conversation, and the woman on the
other end asked for his mailing address and other contact information. She also wanted
to know w'hy the card came back.
“Came back?” Floyd asked. “I never got a caid in the first place.” The
conversation ended after Floyd finished giving his information, but he told the bank teller
that he had already done that and a card never amved.
The helpful teller called back and requested pemiission to make changes to
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Floyd's account. She changed the appropriate information and allegedly had a card sent
overnight to Bush since Floyd would soon be returning to Louisiana.
But a card ne\ er airived that weekend or early the next week.
Irritated but determined. Floyd called the unemployment office again, this time
trom his mother's house in Louisiana. He and Charleen battled the foreign
communication baiTier in order to get another card shipped to the house.
On Thursday night, despite being nearly three months late, a debit card arrived.
And another airived on Saturday afternoon.
And another on Monday.
When 800 dollars disappeared from the account, Floyd went to the bank to track
down the funds. But they said he needed to go to the unemployment office, where they
tried to find him a job rather than answer his question. When they finally addressed the
question, they told him to talk to the bank.
“Yeah, they know what they’re doing,” Floyd said, figuring 800 dollars
small price to pay to never deal with them again.
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was a

Chapter Ten
September 2005 - The Return Home

On Sept. 3, 2005, news first surfaced of an oil spill from the local refinery, less
than a mile from the house. Evidently a large amount of mixed Arabian crude oil leaked
into the w^ater after a tank shifted several feet off its foundation."*^ It would be several
months belore we knew the extent of the spill or whether we were involved. However,
evidence from our initial visit, namely the oil stains and the strong, pungent odor,
suggested we were in the spill zone.
By the end of September, the water had all been pumped out and Hurricane Rita’s
threat had ended with a path of destruction through western Louisiana. St. Bernard
Parish officials finally gave the go-ahead to return home.
We had an idea of what to expect from the early-aiTivals who returned home,
Certain sections of the parish were allowed back before others. Our return time, though
hampered by Rita, was somewhere in the middle.
Early on Wednesday morning. Sept. 28,1 found myself sitting at the student
health center, prepared for a tetanus vaccination. The nurse asked if I had any previous
records to show when I had my last vaccination. I offered a slight laugh and explained
the situation. Medical records, dental records: they would surely all be gone or
impossible to locate at this point.

Source: http://www.epa.gov/oilspill/pdfs/FranklinR_Plenary_Murphy9J'200il%20Spill.pdf
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I took my bruised ann to the Memphis airport to pick up Melissa. If we were
going to the house, there was no leaving her behind. We stopped back in Oxford,just a
20-minute commute from the interstate, and packed my bags for the trip. Then we
purchased boots at the local Home Depot. Dad said we would need them, and for the life
ot me 1 couldn't fathom why.
Somewhere Just south of Jackson, Miss, w'e began to notice the damage of
Katrina. Green highway signs were mangled like aluminum foil. Trees were down
cveryw here. We passed countless F.E.M.A. trailers on their way to become “temporary”
homes to the homeless.
Every mile down the Double Nickel resulted in an increase in damage. We
stopped at an Arby's in McComb and bought a dozen roast beef sandwiches. We would
be lucky to find a working gas station in the metro area, much less a food establishment.
We carefully follow’ed the directions to Mr. Tippy’s house in Metairie, La.
Louise. Tippy's wife, w'as a coworker with Mama, and they graciously lent their home to
us on our first trip back. As we pulled up to the red brick home. Dad stepped into the
driveway and waved to us. It was the first time I had seen him in more than a month, a
month in w'hich the world tumed upside down and was violently shaken. We both
hugged him.
Just two months earlier, Melissa and I surprised Dad at home for his birthday. I
surprised Mom at work by showing up a few days earlier than expected, and Melissa
surprised Dad by flying in for the weekend. Together, we woke him up on his birthday
catnap and surprised the hell out of him. Looking back, that was the last time we were all
together, a happy family at home. But now, two months and two huiTicanes later, this
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meeting became all the more important. With her obligations at work still well behind
and the conditions not the best, Charleen opted to stay in San Antonio. She was content,
understandably so. with never going back.
We woke slow ly before sunrise on Thursday morning. The previous night
featured my initial glimpse of the disaster through Dad’s eyes. We fell asleep late,
>^taying up to w'atch the new s reports about New Orleans and the ongoing recovery effort.
Or lack thereof.
I refused to eat breakfast. I hadn’t had an appetite in w'eeks. Or maybe I just
knew' what lay ahead at home. I secretly hoped that perhaps, through a miracle or magic,
everything in the house w'ould be unharmed. I rode with Mr. Tippy; Melissa
accompanied Dad. We drove down the interstate, the only route in and out of St. Bernard
Parish at that point. I videotaped what I could, the initial signs of absolute disaster that
sLiiTounded us.
The drive, especially once we entered the Parish, seemed to take forever. The
sight was that of a war zone. People were few and far between. Mud and muck was
everywhere. Cars straddled cars. Some were leaning on trees or roofs. Houses were off
their foundations. We discovered a boat had landed on a set of bleachers that traveled a
half mile from the local ball park where I grew up playing baseball. The name of the
boat was “Untamed.”
Slowly, we trekked down the road to our house on Charles Drive. We made the
turn and found a desolate block filled with mud and water. The house stood there, still
boarded and physically unharmed from the exterior, save for the infamous “X” on my
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window

rhe rescue crew had visited the house just the day before, revealing no dead

bodies found.
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Three muddy cars sat in our driveway, hindering access to the yard. The tires
spun on Dad’s truck as he tried to climb the curb onto the driveway, which was covered
in a thick, caked layer of mud and debris. Without direction, we all moved from the
vehicles, put on our boots and gloves, and set to work. The mud. about a foot deep in
most places, prevented easy movement. Every step was a dangerous one, risking a fall or
possibly stepping out the boot and into the toxic muck.

The Xs mean a house has been searched for bodies. According to one newspaper’s source;"Above the X
is ihc date the\ had a look. IBelow the X is the number ol'dead they found inside, fo either side of the X are
initials identif\ ing the individual and group who did the search. Sometimes, below the X, there is
additional
information, l ike messages from pet-rescue groups."
2()
The bleachers under “Untamed" floated from about a half-mile away at Versailles Park where I grew up
playing baseball and soccer. This photo is one of countless like it where a vehicle is parked in a tree, on a
roof or on another car.
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Noi so much as a tear fell. I grabbed my Nikon camera, covered in a Ziploc bag,
and proceeded to take pictures of the outside. I watched Daddy take out his keys, fight
his w ay to the trout door through a thick layer of moist mud, and put them in the
dcatlboh. Try as he might, the lock was msted and refused to budge despite his strongest
attempt. Vv atching his futile attempts to open the door to tlie house he had built was the
closest I came to tears. But I fought tliem off and focused on the mission.
Entry was vital. The front door wouldn’t budge. The laundry room door under
the carport was broken open, but various items impeded that entrance as well. We opted
for the front windows first.
Once the boards were removed, the blinds revealed the first hints of water
damage. Mr. Tippy took a hammer and broke every pane of glass on my sister’s window.
“Well, I guess I w’as a good kid,” Melissa said. “I never entered or left my room
through the window, so I guess I never snuck out before.”
It was absolute devastation inside. The furniture, what was intact, was nearly
Lindistinguishable and certainly unsalvageable. We pulled her bed, an exercise bike and
several other trashed items out from the room. She pemsed the wreckage, but I don’t
recall her leaving with anything of value that day. I later tore through her closet
searching for valuable Star Wars figurines, but I could never locate them.
Meanwhile Dad and I broke open the gate to find another entrance to the house by
way of the sliding glass door. There we found the waterlogged boat to be in decent
condition. The dry boxes were filled with water, mud caked in every comer and the
electrical panel was surely shot. But the aluminum body appeared to be fine. Before we
did anything though, we opened the little shed and retrieved our two main crawfish
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boiling pots, one of which was made out of an old beer keg. We knew what was
important.

The swimming pool, which in recent year's served as an oversized water dish for
the dogs, was now green. Various debris floated on top. The thought of a dead body at
the bottom crossed my mind, but I pushed it away. Months later we found fish living in
the unclean water.
Marsh grass was evei-ywhere. So was the mud. A dead crab was stuck in the
combination under the awning. Someone’s wooden coffee table had landed behind the

Melissa’s bedroom on the first visit back.
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boat. A rather large trunk of a tree also landed in the yard. The woodshed managed to
wedge itself between the fence and the garage. But the wheelbarrow, with its rusted
exterior and notoriously flat tire, looked perfectly normal. It later became a treasure,
fhe bay w indow boards were waterlogged but unbroken. The far left board stood
out among the others. Dad told me later that it w'as the boai'd he used to put my toy train
on when 1 was little. Eveiy year he would set that board on a table in his shop and let me
run my train around it. Now my train was rusting in a box in the shop, but the board
served another tour of dutv.

8

The sliding glass door was already open, though weTl never know if it was by the
rescue team or by force of the water. Forcing the door open, the four-person crew
gathered at the entrance to behold a sight we never wished nor dreamed we would ever
28

The living room from the backyard entrance. Note the swifter in the ceiling fan.
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sec. The lloor was literally covered in a foot of mud and water. Chairs, the couch, the
bookshelf, and the television stand were all overturned. The grandfather clock leaned
against the laundry room door. The ceiling was gone. Mama’s swifter somehow
managed to land on top of the fan. Nothing appeared to be in its place.
Nobody cried, and nobody said a word. We put on our masks and gloves, gritted
our teeth and stomped into the murky house.
I later crawled through my window to dig through my room because the mud
pre\ ented any doors from being opened. Mentally I developed a list of items to root for
and hopefully salvage. The first thing I needed was Clara Belle.
Clara Belle was a Pound Puppy, a stuffed black Labrador retriever that slept with
me

every night when I was a kid. She was my Linus blanket and the only sentimental

piece ot my childhood that I cared to keep. By the grace of God, my cedar chest fell
backwards with the motion of the water, allowing for easy access now that it lay on its
back. I peeled open the doors, reached in and grabbed her. She was wet, and her Morgus
the Magnificent"*^ shirt was a little dirty, but she was clean of the mud and muck that
seemed to cover everything else in a 30-mile radius. I escorted her outside to rest on the
bushes. I returned to my room to find my high school yearbooks ruined. The bed

was

upside down, my desk and bookshelf were in pieces, and I couldn’t open any door.
Baseball cards were everywhere, and my fan drooped down with the sodden blades. I
couldn’t find the Sacred Heart of Jesus painting that forever rested above my bed. After
13 minutes, I crawled back out, giving in to the heat and to the smell.

A New Orleans icon. Morgus the Magnificent was a goofy scientist who entertained viewers from the old
city ice house. Appearing as a host during breaks in bad horror movies, he would perform faulty
experiments with his assistant Chopsley.
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The smell I'll never forget. It was a putrid, piercing mix of mud, benzene and
mold. It clogged the nose and attached itself to the back of one's throat. Days would
pass before the smell would go away. Td go to bed at night, having showered, blown my
nose and brushed my teeth, but I could still taste it in the back of my mouth, a disgusting
reminder of home.
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Forcing myself to reenter the house, I found Dad scouring his bedroom. Not
knowing what the hell he expected to find, I held the flashlight for him. Melissa walked
up behind me, but she soon returned to her post out front digging through her room. She
later told me that she almost lost composure when she saw Dad unable to locate anything
in his own bedroom. I never thought of it that way at the time, but it was a sad sight. 1
was still in shock, willing to light a match just to watch it all burn down.
.lO

The layer of wet mud mixed with crude oil and marsh grass covered everything in St. Bernard, including
the inside of houses.

103

A.

On my vv ay to the front yard, I watched a military vehicle padded with soldiers
liding down the street. It was a sight
j
I never could have imagined. My neighborhood
^^okcd like a war zone.
I relumed to my room some time later, fighting the heat and the fumes, but I
Icmnd little. Digging through my chest, I reached in and quickly pulled out some foreign
object.
It was a snake.
I screamed and threw it against the window in terror.
It was my rubber snake.
\Vlien I recounted the story to my mother some weeks later, she laughed and said,
“Serves you right for hiding it in my bed when you were little. Now you know how I
leli.

Mothers always win.
The real snake showed up not long after that on one of our countless trips through

die house to gather Mama’s China. Absolutely nothing seemed to be in the right place,
but the China cabinet, perhaps because of its weight, didn’t move an inch. Using my old
deer blanket and a dirty ice chest, we piled in as much of the precious plates that would
lit and hauled it to the truck.
On one particular return trip. Dad stopped abruptly at the door.
“Shh.” he gestured. “I think I saw something move in the water.” My patience
grow'ing thin, I w'aited Just a few seconds before proceeding forward. That’s when the
^mall water snake made its move. Dad immediately began striking at it with the shovel,
but his aim was well off the mark. On the third blow to the ground, he hit his recliner.
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ripping a hole in tlie fabric. The snake didn't stop to say thanks, but he squirmed right
through the hole and into safety.
“Nobody sit in the recliner,*' Dad said without missing a beat.
Melissa and Mr. Tippy stopped at the doorway and watched Dad and I wiggle our
way to the kitchen. That was the last time they set foot in the house. Mr. Tippy later
said, “Me and snakes, we don't get along."
Toward the end of the day, with the help of a Bobcat operator, we managed to
drag the gun safe out of Melissa’s room, taking nearly a wall’s worth of bricks with it.
The locking mechanism had jammed as a safety precaution, making access all but
impossible witliout professional tools.
After several exhausting hours, the crew succumbed to the heat. The backs of
both trucks at least had some items in them, treasures we called them. The neighbor’s
cars, inconveniently parked in our driveway, prevented us from hauling the boat out.
Being only the second day anyone was allowed back into our section, our neighbors had
yet to show up.
We cleaned up, thanks to the one working item at our house - water. We always
seemed to have too much of it, even now.
I tried to talk Dad into letting me steal the green street sign, but he declined. He
later regretted his decision when someone else stole the sign. We left 3520 Charles Drive
that day with the thought and the hope that we would never go back. Ever.
At Mr. Tippy’s the next day, we unloaded the goods and set to work cleaning.
Melissa and 1 spent most of the day bleaching the China and silverware, making up for
two decades of not doing the dishes for our parents. Dad spent most of the day opening
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llie sale and digging out the contents. The guns were soaked, ruined by two weeks of salt
vN'ater and oil that ate away at the metal parts and stained the wooden stocks. However, a
lew guns and other valuables, including his w'edding ring, managed to stay diy' in Ziploc
bags. More treasures.

31

Dad stopped his work at one point and walked over to us as we were still
scrubbing the dishes.
Well, if I’m lucky I got 15 or 20 years left on the planet,” he said in a somber yet
accepting tone. I’ll just have to learn to live differently.'
Melissa was angry at the comment. I was ambivalent. 1 couldn’t stop him from
feeling that way and I couldn’t deny the truth in it, but I wanted him to feel differently. I

Exhausted from the heat and the chemicals, Melissa rests on an ice chest full of China under the carport.
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knew it w ould lake time for the tone of that comment to change. But the truth behind it
would likely remain.
That night we visited Uncle Nick and Aunt Mary, who w'ere living not far away in
a house owned by a friend of my mother’s. They were housing their two children, their
spouses and one grandchild in a very small double in Metairie. Their photos told the
story of their home and my grandparent's home, both inundated with Katrina’s surge.
On Saturday morning we left for Oxford, leaving Dad and Mr. Tippy to return to San
Antonio.
Vv'e did return to the house eventually. Dad and I went back several times to dig
for more treasures. I devoted a little time to every trip in search of a porcelain dog, a
Labrador of course. It was black, possibly destroyed, but I wanted to find it and return it
to Mom. I found the basket, but the dog never surfaced. For her birthday, I bought her a
new one, which appropriately had a life preserver attached.
It wasn’t until after Christmas that Mom finally returned to the house. She
glanced inside as we waited for the F.E.M.A. adjustor on a rainy Monday morning. She
teared up, but she had more to cry over than a muddy house.
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3520 Charles Drive circa 2004
3520 Charles Drive September 28, 2005
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Mama’s remodeled kitchen circa 2004
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Mama’s kitchen Sept. 28, 2005: note tlie destruction yet the paper towel holder, coffee maker and the
Gallileo thermometer on the far left that did not move.
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Chapter Eleven
Christmas 2005

li look less than 24 hours for the loneliness of Christmas break to set in. When
breaks start in a college town like Oxford, there’s a mass exodus of people heading home.
I w atched my roommates and most of my friends leave. My buddy Ryan asked me at
mass that tirst Sunday why I w^as still in town.
“WTiere am I gonna go?” I replied with a slight grin.
By Monday morning I became restless, so I made plans to first stop in McComb,
Miss, to clean out Daddy’s boat. It sat in my uncle’s yard for about a month,full of the
Katrina muck under its floorboards. It needed cleaning, and I knew Dad would be imable
to get there for some time.
I eventually spent that first night with Gogie in Bush, La. She had returned home
about a month after the storm. Her escape to Birmingham nearly drove her crazy, as well
as

her daughter living with her once they returned, but she was back to normal other than

the depressed state of her property. I spent a few days there cleaning up what I could
betore checking in on my other grandparents.
My mother's set of parents had six feet of water in their home, the same house
that withstood the forces of Humcane Betsy in 1965. It didn’t take them long to
announce that they wanted to move back. Wlien you live in a small town long enough, it

becomes all you know and all you want to know. They were never the happiest bunch,
but they quickly became the two most depressed people I knew.
“W hat did we do to deserve this?’* Paw-Paw asked no one in particular. I’ve
heard him repeat the question several times since that initial visit. I told him to be
grateful lor what he does have, that he's never too old to start over. He agreed with me,
but I can tell that inside he really just wanted to go home because he knew that life would
never be the same. I already knew' tliat, but Christmas 2005 was the first eye-opening
experience beyond home that made me realize the reality behind that statement.
I left my grandparents in good standing despite their constant bickering with their
son-in-law over the living an'angements. I said what I could and hit the road for
Picayune, Miss. By nightfall I reached Uncle Nick’s new house. He and Aunt Mary
found the abode as quickly as the post-Katrina world would allow them. They had lived
in that same Metairie double for the first month after the storm, until the waters cleared
and they could shop for a home. Like Charleen, Mary was forced by her office to
relocate to Kansas City, Mo. for about two months. That left Nick with five dogs in his
new house.
He and I had always been fairly close, seeing as he was my Godfather and my
only real uncle from either side of the family. But we never talked on too many touching
subjects outside hunting, fishing and the Chicago Cubs. As I was leaving that night, he
dove into his depressing story on his own volition. He was lonely because Mary had been
gone for tw o months. He tried to repair something one day and realized he didn’t even
have a screw driver to complete the simplest task. He said that he was having a hard time
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liandling the tccling of being homeless, having had everything stripped away for no good
reason.
“But you know how that feels," he said. “You lost everything too.”
.●\hnost true. I lost a lot that August, tilings I would pay a lot of money to have
hack. But every possession I ow'iied didn’t amount to the feeling of losing something that
a couple builds and maintains for decades. I had three separate families lose three homes
that day. In the halt hour that the storm surge poured into our parish, we became
homeless. I realized that it was easy for me to say my family is alive, and that’s all that
matters. And in truth, that really was all that mattered. But to my parents, once they rose
beyond the being alive aspect of surv'iving tlie storm, they realized that being alive was
quite different now that every possession they owned could now fit into the trunk of a
compact car. It's not that any of us were ungrateful; we were just in shock over the
drastic changes.
Three days before Christmas, I took a delayed flight to San Antonio. I walked
into the one-bedroom apartment to find a 4 foot tall Christmas tree and two dogs, tails
wagging. It didn't take long before I realized that I was living in better conditions than
my folks. Mom and Dad moved me into my first apartment in Oxford just two weeks
before the storm. In about one montli they lost their home and most of their possessions,
and they were forced to lease an apartment in San Antonio until Mom’s employer
decided on a more permanent location. As a result, we now owned many of the same
Items.

I refused to let go of New Orleans as easily as they had. In my suitcase I snuck a
few Muffaletta’s from Central Grocery, the original Muffaletta shop on Decatur Street in
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the quarter. Tin not sure how the aluminum foil didn’t set off the X-ray, but with the
depressed state of the Louis Armstrong International Airport, I likely could have snuck
on an> thing. Setting the table for dinner that first evening, I reached for the paper towel
lack.
It w as the same aimoying rack I had in my apartment. The plastic tea pitcher
matched mine as well. And we had the same generic dishwasher, laundry, drier, fridge
and boring beige “apartment caipet.

We had the same toaster oven that somehow

burned everything and a set of the dullest knives known to man. And the tea kettle. Mom
complained about that tea kettle. She had good reason though. Whenever it would start
to V histle, the top would fly off and crash onto the stove. Mom also grumbled about the
placement ot the handle and the poor make of the cover.
“Well thanks, you bought me the same one back in August, you know,” I told her.
She just laughed. But it wasn’t fumiy to me. In fact, it was one of the saddest sights I
ever saw. Children aren't supposed to live better than their parents, especially not in
college. I was living better than my parents, and I felt guilty as sin for it. I slept on the
couch, which, with or without cushions, was the most uncomfortable piece of furniture
I’ve ever encountered. Dad spent most of his down time in San Antonio inventing new
ways to be a little less uncomfortable on it. He later switched to complaining about the
Queen-sized bed with the hole in the middle. Again, all for good reason.
Similar to past years, Melissa flew in on Christmas Eve. We went to dimier along
the river, and we celebrated Mass at a Cathedral not far from there. Watching my father
in church is always entertaining because he’s not Catholic or of any other denomination.
He declined the usher of any of us taking up the gifts, which is a duty that no one ever
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declines at Mass. The usher was stunned. The Michigan football team happened to be in
attendance because ot a bowl game. Dad whispered to me,“Matt, maybe your friend
.^\dam is with them."
“He's Jewish," 1 replied.
W'hen the collection basket was extended to our pew, the usher nearly dropped it
because Dad tossed a large plastic bag full of change in it. The bag clanked to the bottom
of the metal basket, and we couldn't hold back the silent laughter.
“I don't carry change anymore," he protested. After Katrina stole an oyster
bucket full of loose change, he vowed to never save coins again.
Later that night. I found myself wide awake thinking about the situation. Melissa
was s()Lind asleep on an air mattress not far from me, and Mom and Dad were silent in
their bedroom. The given situation was not one to be proud of, but it was one to be
grateful for. Those visits with my grandparents and my uncle opened the wound of being
homeless, of realizing that Christmas and every other family tradition we ever had would
never be the same again. 1 cut through that and realized that I should be happy, even for
an apartment in Texas. In a different time, in a different situation, we would have been
cramped in a F.E.M.A. trailer parked in our front yard, fighting even more for the few
luxuries we could afford. The apartment didn’t seem so uninviting any longer. An
uncomfortable couch was better than no couch. And having my family in an apartment in
vSan Antonio was far better than having no family at all. I thanked God and rolled over to
another position slightly less uncomfortable than the previous.
Just a day shy of two weeks there, I boarded a plane for New Orleans. It was my
roommate Patrick's twenty-first birthday, and I felt obligated to be there. I was waiting
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U) board my connecting tlight in Houston when I read the news across the ticker on CNN.
Paul Tagliabue announced the Saints w’ould be returning to New Orleans, effective
immediately. It meant that Mom and Dad would be forced to relocate back home.
My initial reaction was pure elation. But after talking to my parents, I could tell
they w ove less than thrilled. Homeless again, they were about to be thrust back into the
depressed world that they were removed from four months earlier.
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Chapter Twelve
Downward Spiral and Saving Grace
Floyd kissed Chaiiecn and watched her pull out of the gravel driveway. He
tollow ed her car through the thin pine trees until she was out of sight, covered by the
thickening fog. Three weeks earlier the couple made the last long journey back to
Louisiana from their temporary residence in San Antonio. Floyd was still without a job,
and his mother's house, the same Bush home that Charleen occupied for Katrina, served
as their new residence. And it was anything but comfortable.
Gogie did her best to see that the two were situated well, going as far as to give up
her king-size bed in favor of one of the twins down the hall. Floyd occupied his time by
running errands for his wife and mother while learning the ins and outs of the recovering
Northshore. It was a far different world from the one they knew in Chalmette.
The traffic was hon*endous. Everything was overcrowded. And the housing
market was through the roof. For the time being, living with his mother was the only
option.
But Charleen had had enough. Her commute to work was nearly 100 miles roimd
trip, including the 24-mile Causeway and thirty minutes of one-lane wooded highway.
Watching Charleen leave every morning in the fog and return every evening in darkness
w'as enough incentive for Floyd to push the housing issue. In fact, they bought the first
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and only house he looked at. It wasn't new, and it had some damage. But it hadn’t yet
reached the booming, overpriced market.
They closed on the house on February 24 and moved in two days later. On
Monda\, February 27, Floyd started his new job at Ochsner Hospital. In a matter of three
days, the depression started to slowly fade into satisfaction. Everything was still a
struggle. e\ en on a daily basis. Every little problem still seemed to be a byproduct,
v\ heiher directly or indirectly, of Katrina. But it was becoming tolerable.
The new house marked a grand new beginning for Floyd and Charleen. Sure,
they had no furniture other than their bed. They kept tlieir clothes in labeled cardboard
boxes and the television sat on a carpenter’s work table they managed to salvage from the
attic. Their living room furniture consisted of two beach chairs and the kitchen had a
j:)uirid scent. But it was a start - a new house, a new job, a new world, a new reason to
live dillerently for the rest of their lives.
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Life After the Storm
NoarK 20 months have followed Hurricane Katrina. Twenty months of
rebuilding, renewing and resiin'ecting. We may not have rebuilt our home, but we rebuilt
our lives in a new eommunity in southern Louisiana. We renewed our spirit for most
things related to home. We still eat crawfish and watch for fireflies, longing for lazy days
wetting a line on the bayou. And we still eat the best food in the world. We resurrected
our pastimes, and put tliem on a pedestal that will not falter, regardless of hurricanes and
the Army Corps of Engineers.
The four of us - my family - sat in the Louisiana Superdome on September 25,
2006 and listened as rockers Green Day and U2 made the 70,000 in attendance and
millions watching from around the world cry to “The Saints Are Coming.” Indeed, the
Saints became the biggest savior of all. After F.E.M.A., the Road Home,and every other
failed government program, it was the Saints that kept us going, becoming our relief. If
only tor a few hours on Sunday, the resurrection in September paved the way for the
biggest distraction the government couldn’t afford. Not a day goes by that Katrina
doesn't go through the minds of every person in New Orleans, striking close to the heart
both physically and spiritually. But the Saints became the one word that could replace
Katrina, if only temporarily.
The house at 3520 Charles Drive sits gutted, its innards spewed onto the front
lawn for w eeks. Dad picked at the pile and came home with a few buried treasures.
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among ihcm a tew baseballs from my bedroom. All that remains now is what was left in
the piirtiall) soaked attic, where we kept everything we didn’t want anyway. It’s for sale,
or we're w ailing to see if the Road Home Program comes to fhiition to more than just a
few fi>riLinate \ ictims. Just last week I told Mom that our “golden letter” was probably
hidden in a bar of Willy Wonka chocolate in some defunct candy shop in the lower
garden district. She didn't laugh, probably because, considering the level of absurdity
gi\ cn o\ er the last two years, it was actually possible,
r \ e lost count of the number of times I've returned to home. It’ll always be
home, the place where I grew up, the place that was tom away from me in a fit of Mother
Nature's wrath. My cell phone still displays the old number as such. And the new house
is simply ‘*Home2." It's a nice place to live, but. and this may sound childish, it’ll never
really be home to me. Home is no longer tangible; rather, it’s an unmistakable feeling of
unconditional love and acceptance, devoid of time and place.
Sometimes I wake up and think I'm in my old room. Sometimes it’s normal;
sometimes it's seen the face of Katrina. I’ve dreamt about being stuck there during the
storm, r \ e envisioned entire houses being turned upside down in the wake of Katrina,
but reality eventually returns. But none of the psychological ten'ors that I’ve experiences
add up to one iota of the teiTors the people of New Orleans and the Mississippi Gulf
Coast experienced first-hand on August 29, 2005 and in the many mounting months that
follow.
Growing up I always figured I would have some great experience, some rite of
passage to affirm my position on this planet. At some point I figured I would have to
w ithsiand a deadly hunicane or some other tragedy. My parents had to live through
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HuiTicanc Bcis> and the threat of Camille. When would it be my turn? I waited not with
caiicrncss. but in a blank fear. And here it was. The hurricane of the century, of the
millennium perhaps.
But 1 had nothing to pro\ e. Instead it targeted my parents, making Betsy look like
a tlumderstorm. I m atched from a distance, affected but not as directly. The lesson I
suppt^se is that one experiences multiple learning curves. I just hope I’m as ready for the
big one as my parents were.
Much like William Faulkner declined to accept the end of man, I decline to accept
the end of New Orleans. In spite of every adverse condition created by Hurricane
Katrina, the people of New Orleans, the characters that embody the spirit of the Crescent
City, w ill alw ays return, and they will continue to prosper. The city, in all its glory and
history, will not merely survive: it will thrive.
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